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DOCTOR PRESCOTT'S SECRET 

A BEAUTIFUL NURSE...AN INDISCREET 
AFFAIR...AND HE FOUND HIMSELF FORCED 


B302 TO ROB WOMEN OF EVERYTHING PRECIOUS 
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NURSE IN A CORNER... 


As hfs ayes slid over her, they were filled with 
a naked, brutal hunger that made Laura feel 
panic. This man would not be easy; she would 
have her hands fuH with him. 

She met his stare, smiling, her eyes warm and 
limpid ond filled with a provocative promise that 
tensed the man's nerves to a screaming need. But 
he could wait, and it would be worth waiting for. 
He nodded at last and turned away. 

'I'll make the arrangements and let you know," 
he said. 

Laura felt a momentary weakness. A mistake 
would be more than she could afford now. 

"You are going to help me?" she stammered 
and her voice sounded incredulous. 

Phil turned. 

"Sure—I'm going to help you—and then you're 
going to be mine—for as long as I wont you. Is 
thot clear?" 
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1, Office Nurse 


X)r. STEVEN PRESCOTT LET HIM- 
self quietly into his private ofiSce by a side entrance. He 
listened for a moment to the low buzzing sound coming 
from his reception room beyond the door with its glazed 
white panel. The room was full, the sound told him. But 
of course it would be, today being his clinic day for charity 

cases. , 

He hung up his hat and coat, donned the white jacket 
which was the badge of his profession, and seated himself 
wearily behind his desk. The night had taken a lot out 
of him. He wanted nothing more in the world than to 
crawl into a snug, warm bed and sleep at least twelve 
hours. The very thought twisted his mouth with a wry, 
humorless grin. Imagine any doctor nowadays getting 
more than a few hours of sleep! 

He looked up sharply as the door into the reception 
room opened and closed behind a woman in the white 
uniform of a nurse. She was lovely, and carried her shin¬ 
ing blonde head with an assurance that said she was quite 
aware of her loveliness. Through the thin stuff of her 
uniform, that moulded itself to her beautiful curves, her 
skin was rose-petal tinted and looked smooth and soft— 
Dr. Prescott wrenched his mind away from that direction, 
remotely startled that he should have had such thoughts 
in the first place. Of course, she was still new here. May¬ 
be that explained it. 

“Good morning. Doctor,” said the nurse pleasantly, 
and there was the tiniest possible smile complete with a 
dimple at one comer of her lovely mouth, as though she 
were quite aware of his thoughts and relished them. 

“Doctor, you’re worn out,” she said softly, almost 
tenderly. 
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*‘A pretty rugged night/' he admitted. “The hospital 
called me at two , . , Doris Blake—I—lost her.“ 

“Oh, I*m so sorry/' the warm melody of her voice slid 
soothingly along Ms jangled nerves. “And—^the baby?'* 

A faintly wry look touched Steve’s clean-cut, generous 
mouth. 

“Seven-and-^a-half pounds md yelling its head off in die 
nursery this very moment, I have no doubt,” he said 
grimly. “I hope FI] never have another job as tough as 
breaking such news to the husband/’ 

“But, Doctor, I looked at her case history/’ said Laura 
quickly, “You warned them two years ago, when their 
second child was bom, ±at it would be dangerous for 
them to attempt another child.” 

Steve nodded. “People just won’t Hsten, Miss Weston/' 

There was a small silence. Then Laura Weston, moving 
away to a stand beside the window covered with a fresh 
wMte towel, said over her shoulder, “1 suppose the hus¬ 
band will have to allow somebody to adopt the kids?” 

Steve stared at her, unpleasantly startled by the sug* 
gestion. 

“Not as long as he draws breath,” he said sharply* “I 
know Mni. He’ll manage somehow—his mother will help. 
No, there’s no danger that Jerry will allow the children to 
be adopted—” 

Laura came back, bearing a steanMg cup of coffee 
which she had poured from a thermos jug on the towel- 
covered stand. 

Steve drank the coffee gratefully and smiled his thanks 
at her. And then Laura moved around behind his chair, 
her gray-green eyes warmly compassionate. She drew Ms 
head back to her breast and passed cool, deft fingers 
across Ms aching head. 

Her manner was so casual, so matter of fact—almost, 
Steve had the crazy thought, the way Susie, Ms wife, would 
have comforted Junior or Bill for a bumped head, that for 
a moment be relaxed against her and felt the warm, vi¬ 
brant firmness of her bosom like a scented pillow beneath 
Ms acMng head. The tight bands of pain began to relax 
and he made no protesl against her deft, soothing touch* 
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“UnfaSKifn yoyi coDar, Doctor,” she said crisply after 
a momenti tone completely impersonal, _ the tone of 
any nurse to any patient. And in spite of himself, Steve 
found himself obeying her, loosening his tie, unbuttoning 

his collar. . 

Laura^s cool 6ngers slipped down inside his collar at 
the back of his neck and began to massage with gentle, 
upward strokes along the back of his neck and across his 
shoulders, her fingers cool and smooth against his bare 

Steve was still for a moment, accepting her ministrations 
gratefully, but at last he stirred and looked up, surprising 
for an instant an unexpected warmth in her gray-green 
eyes, an expression gone almost before he could be quite 
sure that it had been there. 

Instantly dhe was once more—^if she had ever been any¬ 
thing else—the coolly impersonal, smartly efficient nurse. 

“Is that better. Doctor?" she asked pleasantly. 

Fastening his collar, getting bis tie straight, Steve said 
quite honestly, “That’s wonderful! I feel as if I'd had an 
hour’s nap. You’re quite a person. I still wonder at my 
hick in finding an office nurse like you.” 

Laura’s laugh was light and warm, and there was a 
twinkle in her eyes. 

“You didn’t find me, Doctor,” she told him darin^y. ‘T 
found you. I’ve wanted to work for you for more than a 
year. I used to watch you at the hospital. I’ve seen you 
operate. I know how much good you do among the poor 
and that you never refuse a caU, even when you know the 
patient can’t pay you. You see. Doctor, I know quite a lot 
about you, even if I’ve only been working for you a week. 
So when 1 found your nurse was leaving to be married, I 
raced right over before anybody else could beat me to the 
job.” 

No man could fail to be flattered and Steve grinned at 
her. 

“I think if I’d already hired somebody else, I’d probably 
have fired her when you showed up,” he admitted frankly. 

“Why— fhanif you, Doctor,” she said softly, smiling at 



10 


DOCTOR PRESCOTT’S SECRET 

him warmly, before she lowered her eyelids demurely, 
“Fm—very happy that you feel that way," 

For a moment, perhaps for no reason whatever except 
that the back of his neck seemed still to tingle from the 
touch of her cool, deft hands, Steve was disturbed, oddly 
and foolishly. But the next instant he was himself again, 

“Well, shall we get on with the morning’s work?" he 
suggested, and because he was puzzled and faintly uneasy 
because of that stirring in his blood at the touch of her 
fingers on his naked skin, his voice was almost curt. 

Laura studied him for just an instant, a faint flicker of 
amusement in her eyes as though she were completely 
aware of his disturbance and its cause. Then she spoke a 
colorless afifirmative and admitted the first of the wait¬ 
ing patients. 

It turned out to be a day that differed not one whit from 
his usual routine, except for those brief moments when 
she had so deftly dispelled his headache. And by the time he 
had finished that day, and said good night to her, he did so 
without a second glance, and so missed the slight tighten¬ 
ing of her wantonly lovely mouth and the duU flash that 
lit her eyes. 

As he turned in at the drive that led to the garage set 
back from his home he slowed as he always did and let 
his eyes absorb the scene before him. The low white ranch- 
type house glowed with lights in every window, that 
seemed to laugh at the chfll November night. Through 
looped-back, extravagantly ruffled white organdy curtains, 
he could see Susie in the dining room, putting the finish¬ 
ing touches to the table. His heart warmed with loving 
tenderness. 

As the car rolled into the garage, the door from the 
kitchen burst open and two small, tow-headed boys raced 
out and flung themselves upon him, babbling their joy at 
his return. Steve bent, laughing, tucked a delighted small 
boy beneath each arm and went up the walk and into the 
house. There he set down the boys and steadied himself 
automatically for Susie’s inevitable wild rush into Ms 
arms. 

“Golly, did I miss you!" She crowded closer in his arms, 
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and took the lobes of his ears in her two hands and stood 
on tiptoe so she could reach up to kiss him, with the warm, 
unashamed passion that seven years of marrige had never 
dulled. A fact Steve knew to be pretty wonderful and for 
which he never ceased to be deeply fateful. It made living 
with Susie a constantly exciting, stimulating delight. She 
never failed to greet him as though they had been sepa¬ 
rated for weeks—^though as a matter of fact they had spent 
only four nights apart in the seven years of their marriage, 
and that had been when her father had died. 

The boys on either side of them clamored for attention, 
Susie, without the slightest intention of loosening her grip 
on Steve, spoke over her shoulder to them. “Scat, you two! 
Can’t you see we’re busy? Go ’way somewhere—quick!” 

Steve laughed in delight, kissed her and put her a little 
away. 

“Woman, have you no maternal feelings for your 
young?” he asked sternly. 

“Sure, scads of them, only they don’t seem to be upper¬ 
most at the moment,” she admitted. “Why is that, do you 
suppose? Do you think maybe 1 have my mind on—o^er 
things?” 

Her tone was iimocent, her eyes were wide but there 
was a mocking imp dancing at the back of their brown- 
gold depths as he kissed her again, 

“I hope so,” he told her very softly, in a tone that 
brought a tide of happy color to her cheeks. “I hope so, 
indeed.” 

From the kitchen doorway a mellow voice now touched 
with a tinge of long-suffering patience said, “If you two 
done lovin’ each other, dirmer’s ready.” 

“We’ll never be done loving each other,” said Susie 
firmly. 

Above her brown head Steve griimed at the buxom 
Negro woman in the kitchen doorway, and her face split 
with a wide white-toothed smile that was warm with lik¬ 
ing. 

“Hi, Minnie,” he greeted her. 

“Hi, Doctor,” said Minnie and added sternly, "You 
have your lunch today?” 



12 


DOCTOR PRESCOTT’S SECRET 


“Fm not sure, Minnie—I guess not, though, for I'm 
starved—said Steve frankly. 

Instantly Susie’s laughter vanished and she drew him 
anxiously towards the dining room, settling him almost 
as she would the two boys, 

"TU bet that snooty new nurse of yours forgot to remind 
you to eat—I hate that creature. She’s so—” in time 
Susie remembered the two boys and spelled it out care¬ 
fully, “—d-a-m-n-eHJ beautiful,” 

“Well, after all, it’s not one of her duties to see that 
I eat~” Steve defended Laura, and once more felt the cool 
tingling sensation of her hands across the back of his neck 
and his forehead, 

“1 suppose not,” Susie was being merely polite about 
it and not at all convinced. 

She studied him unobtrusively while they finished 
dinner and when she had put the boys to bed and came 
back to the living room, to find him reading the evening 
paper. She paused beside him, cocked her head inquiringly 
and Steve grinned, throwing the paper aside and welcomed 
her into his lap, where she curled as contentedly as a kit¬ 
ten, her head against his shoulder, 

“I don’t suppose you’d consider letting me disconnect 
the telephone,” she suggested tentatively, and even before 
he answered, she sighed. “Of course not. Golly, 1 should 
know by now that you’re too much like Dad to refuse to 
crawl out of a warm bed at three in the morning to drive 
miles in a blizzard to treat somebody’s cut finger or ear¬ 
ache.” 

Steve kissed the tip of her impertinent, slightly tip- 
tilted nose* 

“I take that reference to your father as a very sincere 
compliment,” he told her fondly* 

“Well, you better bad, because he was quite a lad, my 
Dad,” said Susie firmly, “But then, you’re quite a la^ 
too.” 

Suddenly as she clung to him, her gaiety fled, and she 
burrowed her face against his shoulder, clin^ng to him al¬ 
most frantically, 

“I’m—scared,” she whispered in a small shaken voice^ 
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“Scared? Why, darling?” asked Steve, holding her dose. 

“Because we’re so happy. Because I love you so muc^ 
Because something—awful might happen to us. Id die 
if anything happened to you—" her voice came in a s m a ll , 
strangled wail. 

And even as his arms tightened about her and his lips 
found her own and he soothed her momentary but very 
real terror, he had the most absurdly vivid memory of cool, 
smooth fingers moving deftly across his aching forehe^ 
and the taut muscles at the back of his neck and along his 
shoulders. 

Almost as though such a memory might be an insult to 
Susie, he lifted one of her small, grubby paws, roughened 
with housework and her beloved gardening, the inexpertly 
applied nail-polish chipped and broken, and touched it to 
his lips. Susie looked up, flushed, shy, winking very fast 
to control the tears that glistened in her eyes that brint 
med with her adoration of him. 

“Let’s—^go to bed, darling,” she whispered against his 
ear. “Before that danmed telephone starts rin^g its bead 
off.” 

And laughing softly, be lifted her to her feet and they 
went up the stmrs, his arm about her. 



2. Fair Warning 

M RS. JOHN LOGAN WAS STEVE’S 
richest—and most troublesome, he sometimes thought— 
patient. She occupied an apartment at the Cheswick 
Towers, the city’s newest and most luxurious apartment- 
hotel. A vast block-long square, built around an expensive 
and painstakingly cared for patio. 

Steve was making his weekly call on her a few evenings 
later when, crossing the lobby, he came face to face with 
Laura. She wore a smartly tailored tweed suit and a mink 
shoulder-cape swung from her shoulders. 

“Why, Doctor,” she greeted him with pretty surprise, 
“what in the world are you doing here?” 

“Making a routine call on a patient, Mrs. Lopn,” he 
told her, puzzled, admiring her expensive beauty but 
wondering. “And now, what are you doing here?” 

“Oh, I live here,” she told him gaily and added teas- 
ingly, “Don’t look so surprised, Doctor. I have a small 
income in addition to my salary^—and 1 like being com¬ 
fortable.” 

“Who doesn’t?” Steve agreed as they walked towards 
the bank of elevators. 

“Have you had dinner, Doctor?” she demanded as they 
waited for the elevator. 

“No time,” he admitted ruefully. “I’ll pick up something 
on the way to the hospital—” 

“Oh, but that’s not good for you. Doctor,” she protested 
eagerly. “Look, why don’t you stop by my place after 
you’ve paid your call and share a steak with me? 1 hate 
eating alone yet I have to do such a lot of it—and it’s 
really quite a noble steak! Much too big for one person.” 

The elevator door slid open and he followed her into it, 
formulating excuses, but even before he could put them 
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into words, she had laid her gloved hand on his in a smaJl, 
fleeting gesture that was very coaxing. 

“After all, why not? You have to eat and I have quite 
a way with a steak, if I must say it myself—and h will 
save time for you.” As the elevator door slid open for her, 
she laughed over her shoulder at him and said gaily, “The 
steak will be ready when you are.” 

Steve blinked, not yet having had a chance to offer any 
protest. As the elevator let him off at the next floor, he 
shrugged wearily and put thou^ts of Laura out of his 
mind. 

Old Mrs. Logan was waiting for him, along with her 
equally old and harassed-looking maid, who constantly 
indicated that living with Mrs. Logan was a burden 
scarcely to be borne. Yet Steve knew the two elderly 
women were devoted to each other. Mrs. Logan was a 
chronic arthritis case, and in almost constant pain. Very 
little could be done for her, though Steve did ail that was 
humanly possible. He had guessed some time before that 
Mrs. Logan got quite a kick out of his weekly visits, and 
their mock-insulting repartee; if it amused her to abuse 
him with her wicked little tongue, surely the poor old 
soul was entitled to that much pleasure. 

When he had done what he could for her, he hesitated 
only a moment at the elevator and then walked back to 
the service stairs and down one flight to the apartment 
door that bore a card reading Miss Laura Weston. He stood 
there for a mmnent, frowning, before at last he lifted his 
hand to the bell and pushed the button. 

There was a brief delay and then the door opened and 
Laura stood there smiling at him, flushed as she zipped 
her powder-blue housecoat up to its low collar beneath 
her pretty chin. 

“Do come in,” she invited hospitably. “I was just get¬ 
ting into somet^g dry. It’s such a beast of a night out¬ 
side.” 

She ushered him in to a living room that was large and 
tastefully decorated. Warm with the light of several art¬ 
fully shaded lamps, bright with hand-blocked linen drap¬ 
eries and blond furniture. An open fire glowed, adding its 
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final touch of comfort and cheer, beneath a low white 
mantel on which there was a low bowl of rich red roses. 

She indicated a comfortable chair beneath a reading 
lamp, with the evening paper laid on the wide arm. She 
brou^t him a cocktail, the delicate thin glass faintly 
frosty. 

“Do make yourself comfortable,” she begged prettily, 
“Dinner will be ready in a jiffy—or at least, a jiffy-and-a- 
half.” 

With a whisper of her silken skirts she went away into 
the tiny, gleaming kitchenette and Steve relaxed then in 
the comforting atmosphere. Realizing for the first timp. 
how tired and hungry he was, he sniffed appreciatively at 
the fragrant smell of broiling steak. 

Dinner was served on a pte-leg table near the fire. 
YeOow pottery dishes splashed with vivid flowers on a 
crisp linen cloth; yellow candles in black glass holders. 
The steaks lived up to everything she had claimed for 
them; the salad was crisp and delectable; the broccoli had 
a tangy cream-and-cheese dressing; and the hot apple pie 
served with a large thin slice cff yellow cheese melt^ in 
his mouth. 

Over coffee and cigarettes, he studied her curiously. 

“You're really an amazing woman,” he admitted frankly. 

She smiled, her lovely brows arched. 

“In a nice way, I do hope, Doctor?” her tone was gaily 
mocking. 

“Oh, in a thoroughly nice way,” he assured her, his 
tone matching hers. “I mean it hasn’t been thirty minutes 
since I came in here, yet you have just served a delicious 
meal that should have taken hours to prepare.” 

She tilted back her lovely head, the crisp shining 
curls catching and imprisoning the light from the yellow 
candles, and laughed. 

“Oh, Doctor!” she mocked. “How long does it take to 
pop frozen vegetables into a pressure cooker, broil a couple 
of steaks and slip a frozen pie into the oven? Any woman 
who isn’t a good cook nowadays ts one who can’t read, 
surely. All you have to do is follow the printed directions 
on the package.” 
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“Do tell!” he marveled lightly. “And here for years I’ve 
been hearing about what a hard lot in life women have. 
Slaving over a hot stove all day, doing the week’s wash, 
scrubbing, cleaning—” 

“Pure propag^da, Doctor,” she assured him. “Of 
course, I’m a traitor to my sex when I confess it, but all 
that is just to make the poor deluded male feet ‘^e little 
woman* deserves sympathy—and, maybe, a larger house¬ 
keeping allowance.” 

It was very pleasant here in this bright, warm im¬ 
maculately kept room. Laura, her shining hair in exquisite 
order, the satin housecoat moulding Itself to every exquisite 
curve of her alluring body, was an enchanting dinner com¬ 
panion. But suddenly Steve had an odd sense of urgency 
and stood up. 

“Much as I bate to do it, 1 have to get going,” he told 
her firmly. 

Without protest she was on her feet, bringing his coat, 
holding it for him, handing him his hat even as she spoke. 

“I know. I hate your having to go but I know you must, 
because you have a consultation at the hospital with Dr. 
Hurst at eight-thirty and he’d never forgive you if you kept 
him waiting even a moment. He’s such a—stuffed shirt,” 
and for the first time there was an edge of anger in her 
voice. 

“Why, nursel” he protested, a little startled yet making 
his voice light and teasing. “A nurse, daring to speak so 
of a doctorl That’s almost blasphmy—it simply isn’t 
done!” 

Laura’s laugh was taut. 

“That’s what you think,” she mocked, “Just as well you 
can’t be present when nurses get together, off duty, out of 
reach of listening ears and the subject of doctors comes 
up—as it always does. It would set you back on your 
’heels!” 

“I’m glad I can’t overhear them,” Steve grinned. “I’m 
afraid it would destroy my self-confidence completely.” 

“Oh, you have nothing to worry about,” she told him 
and all pretense of raillery was gone from her voice, and 
he knew dial she was suddenly completely in earnest. 
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“You aie the one doctor in a thousand for whom any 
nurse would sell her soul.” 

“Oh, come now—” protested Steve, annoyed with him¬ 
self for the momentary feeling of embarrassment and con¬ 
fusion that came over him. 

Laura smiled warmly, understanding his emotion com¬ 
pletely. 

“I’m sorry if I embarrass you. Doctor, but it’s quite 
true. I hadn’t meant to blurt it out like this,” she lowered 
her eyes as though unwilling for turn to see whatever 
secret they held. “It’s just that—well, we all admire you 
so much at the hospital. My goodness, why do you thinlr 
1 gave up a good salary, plus expenses, for an eight-hour 
shift on private duty?” 

Steve hesitated and then said awkwardly, “I admit 
that’s puzzled me. It’s very good of you and 1 appreciate 
the compliment enonnously. But I hardly feel it’s right 
to allow a nurse of your ability to work for the much 
smaller salary I am ^le to pay—” 

Laura brushed that aside with a hand that was white 
and smooth, each nail a shining, perfect oval delicately 
rose-colored. 

“The salary is not nearly as important as being associ¬ 
ated with a person I admire and respect,” she assured 
him quietly. “And I told you I have a small private income 
that pays for all this. And you’re ready going places, Dr. 
Prescott, m leam a great deal, working for you, that will 
make me a better nurse. And as your practice grows, you 
will be able to pay me better, and I’ll have the satisfaction 
of knowing that I’m—weU, almost a partner, not just an 
employee. Don’t you think that a doctor and a nurse who 
work together smoothly and efficiently, as you and I do, 
is a pretty wonderful thing? It’s—well, a compensation far 
more important to me than mere money. After all. Dr. 
Prescott, 1 want some day to be as good a nurse as you 
are a doctor. That’s worth a great deal to me." 

“Thanks. That’s about as nice a tribute as any man 
could ever hope for,” he told her sincere^. “Thanks for 
a wonderful dinner, too, and the relaxing hour. I’ll go 
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out now and bold my own with Hurst—^stuffed shirt or 
not/’ 

“Of course you will. And thanks lor dining with me* It’s 
been a lot of fun. I do hope we can do it again—very 
soon/’ she told him warmly, and closed the door behind 
him^ listening to his footfalls as be went down the corridor. 

She leaned her back against the closed door and stood 
there for a moment, her eyes narrowed, her mouth a thin, 
almost ugly line of cynic^ amusement. 

“The poor damned fooir’ she said softly, speaking 
barely above her breath. “It’s going to be easy. Almost 
too easy. Like taking candy from a sick baby! And— 
think it’s going to be“fun, loo!” 

And Dr. Prescott would have been seriously puzzled, 
perhaps justifiably uneasy, if he could have heard her 
laughter there alone in the bright warm room. 

But Dr. Prescott was hurrying to the vast block-square 
hospital, eyeing his watch uneasily as he parked the car. 
He saw that despite his haste he was going to be five 
minutes late for his consultation. 

Dr. Hurst brusquely accepted his apologies. When the 
consultation was over, and he was preparing to leave the 
hospital. Dr. Hurst detained him for a moment, the plump, 
well-fed face which topped his short, rotund figure hold¬ 
ing a slight frown, 

“By the way, Prescott—He hesitatei 

Steve waited politely. 

“Probably unpardonable of me, but I feel I should offer 
you—shall I say, a word of warning,” said Dr. Hurst and 
managed an awl^ard smile. “Thou^ you are not a boy, 
I’m quite a bit older than you and . , . I do assure you 
that I have your interests at heart,” 

“That’s very kind of you, Dr. Hurst.” 

“Not at all—^not at ^/’ Dr. Hurst brushed that aside, 
"I—er—understand you have a new oflSce nurse?” 

“Yes, i have. Miss Graham left to get married.” 

“This new nurse, Laura Weston—^you find her—capa¬ 
ble?” 

“Very much so.” 

“Er—^weil, yes—no one has found any fault with 
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her—er, efficiency—her skill as a nurse. I’m afraid it’s 
Laura Weston as a woman against whom I should—er— 
warn you," said Hurst, and to Steve’s astonishment he 
saw small beads of perspiration on the plump, ruddy face, 

“I’m afraid I'll have to ask you to explain that, Doctor," 
said Steve coldly. 

“Er—well, naturally.” Dr. Hurst was uncomfortable 
but determined. “I suppose you know that she was fired 
from the hospital for—er—insubordination?” 

“I didn’t—she came to me from private duty wOTk.” 

“Yes, of course,” said Dr. Hurst and there was a mean 
look in his pale blue eyes. “You remember Dr. Anna Har¬ 
mon?” 

Steve looked startled. 

“You mean the Senior Interne who was making such a 
fine record and who suddenly went off the deep end—nar¬ 
cotics, wasn’t it? And bungled her work so badly a 
patient died?” 

“That’s the one,” said Dr. Hurst and his eyes were cold, 
his mouth grim. “She was in obstetrics-doing a fine jol^— 
until she came on duty heavily under the influence of 
liquor and before any one could stop her—” he made a 
gesture of dismissal. He added grimly, “Fortunately for 
the hospital, the woman was a charity patient—which 
doesn’t make Dr. Harmon’s crime any the less despicable, 
but it did—er—relieve the hospital of pressure that might 
have been—well, most unfortunate.” 

“I remember, of course,” said Steve, frowning, “But 
may I ask what all this has to do with my ofiBce nurse?” 

“She and Hannon were pals—very chummy —i under¬ 
stand they still are—” 

Steve had difiSculty controlling his anger, and his tone 
was biting, despite his efforts, when he said, “Then you are 
condemning Nurse Weston merely because she is loyal to 
her friends?” 

Dr. Hurst flushed beneath the tone and his eyes were 
cold. 

“Nothing of the kind,” he said harshly. “I merely felt 
you should be warned of your nurse’s—er^—^refusal to obey 
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instructions, which was what brought about her dismissal 
—not her friendship with Harmon.” 

“Thanks, Doctor,” said Steve harshly. *T’ll—bear it in 
mind.” 

Dr. Hurst looked after him, his face sour with anger as 
Steve, unwilling to trust himself any further, turned and 
strode out into the night, lashed now with sleet, and a bit¬ 
ter wind. 



3. Bab}^ for Sale 

Steve had wondered just what 
Laura’s manner would be next morning, after that hour 
of something closely approaching intimacy. But when he 
reached his office Laura greeted him exactly as she had 
greeted him the day before. 

Gradually as the days passed and she did not by so 
much as a word or gesture attempt to recall anything of 
that blissfully relaxing hour he had spent in her apartment, 
he stopped thinking about it. Stopp^ thinking about that 
fint morning she had put aside her impersonal manner and 
bad massaged away ffis headache; he thought only fleet’ 
ingly of the bright, luxurious apartment where everything 
had gleamed with order and comfort and good cheer. 

There came an evening perhaps a week or more after 
the dirmer, when he was alone in the living room finish¬ 
ing a painstaking perusal of the current month's medical 
journal, when the telephone rang imperiously. Swiftly he 
took up the receiver, before it could awaken Susan who 
had gone to bed early, after a hectic day of housecleaning, 
the results of which, he had to admit, were barely dis¬ 
cernible. 

“Dr. Prescott speaking,” he said into the telephone. 

“Dr. Prescott,” it was Laura’s voice, startling in its swift 
urgency, its frantic anxiety. “I know it’s a foul night and 
it's a terrible imposition for me to dare call you—but— 
it’s my sister—my baby sister—she’s terribly ill—and I’m 
—so frightened—” her voice broke in a sob and Steve 
spoke swiftly. 

“I’ll come immediately,” he assured her and put down 
the telephone. 

He paused only long enough to scribble down the tele- 
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phone number of Laura’s apartment, where he could be 
reached by Susie if there should be a call for him before 
he returned. 

He let the car roll soundlessly down to the street before 
be switched on the motor, hoping that thus Susie would 
not be awakened by the noise. 

It was after midnight and there was almost no traffic. 
With his doctor’s insignia on the car, he drove as fast as 
he dared to the big apartment house. 

Laura opened the door to him, her face white and in¬ 
nocent of make-up. He saw that she was shaking as though 
with cold, though the apartment v/as bright and warm. Her 
brocaded housecoat had long sleeves that buttoned to the 
cuffs and the bodice was zipped up to her chin. 

“I—have to tell you, before you see her, Steve,” she 
s tamm ered and seemed completely unconscious that she 
had used his first name. “It’s—pretty ghastly and I’m 
afraid you’ll be—shocked. My—my sister is not quite 
eighteen—and unmarried—but—she has—had a child— 
she’s—^been brutally handled and I’m—frightened—” 

She caught her breath and suddenly she was clinging 
to him, her face hidden against him, and she was stammer¬ 
ing, “Oh, Steve, Steve—you’ve g-g-got to help her—you’ve 
g-g-got to—” 

Steve’s face was grim and hard. 

“Was it—an illegal operation?” he demanded sharply. 

“Oh, no! Steve—no!” she seemed shocked and acutely 
distressed. “What a horrible thing to ask! No, of course 
not—it—^has been placed for adoption. Louise went to a 
private maternity hospital, where they—provide homes for 
the babies—” 

“One of those ‘black market in babies’ places?” Steve’s 
face was stiff with angry distaste. 

“Steve, she’s only a kid—she didn’t know what to do. 
The man is married, very prominent, quite well-to-do. He 
wanted her to—destroy the baby but she wouldn’t—the 
poor child came here, and hid. When the time came for 
the baby to be bom, she was afraid to go to a hospital 
here in town—afraid I’d find out—the poor kid! If only 
she’d let me know! But she was frightened— 



24 


DOCTOR PRESCOTT’S SECRET 


“You have the address, of course," stated Steve flatly. 
“We’ll hand it over to the police in the morning—’’ 

“Oh, no! She’d have to testify. She’s gone through so 
much, Steve, to keep anyone from knowing^—^we can’t 
force her out into the open now. She’d be disgraced— 
ruined. I believe she’d kill herself." 

Her shaking voice dropped almost to a whisper at the 
thought and Steve felt her trembling and realized for the 
first time that she was in his arms. He put her away from 
him sternly and said curtly, “Well, if she is in such bad 
shape, we’d better have a look at her and argue about 
the rest later,’’ he said and moved purposefully towards 
the bedroom door. 

The girl lay in bed, her shining blonde hair spread 
against the piUow, her face pinched and blue-white, wet 
with sweat, her eyes dark with pain. She seemed barely 
aware of Steve as he stood beside the bed, but she gave 
a small, sick moan and put her arm over her face as he 
began his examination. 

Laura stood anxiously on the other side of the bed, 
watching him, sick with worry. When Steve had finished 
his examination, he faced her sternly. 

“Such butchery as has been done on this child should 
be punished by hanging," be said through his teeth. “You 
must give me the name of the place. There couldn't have 
been a doctor or even a nurse in attendance—^It's out¬ 
rageous!” 

Laura cringed and her tongue touched her lips as though 
to moisten them before she could speak, her voice husky, 
shaken, “Will she—wiU she—Uve?” 

“Barring any unexpected complications—I suppose so,” 
said Steve grimly. “But after the way she has been 
mistreated, she can never have another child.” 

“I’m so gladl” said Laura savagely. 

Startled at the vehemence in her speech, Steve protested 
harshly, “That’s a hideous thing to say—bearing children 
is a woman's most precious fulfilLment.” 

Laura sneered, “The perfect family man, Doctor?" she 
said thinly, and her eyes, bright, derisive, bitter, met his 
straightly for a moment before she lowered the white lids 
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that protected her from his stem gaze and said softly, 
“I wonder whether, after what she’s been through, she 
would think so.” 

“Probably not, poor little devil,” Steve agreed reluc¬ 
tantly. “If these kids had any sense—sense enough to 
realize the flaming danger of fooling around with sex, 
experimenting—" 

“Then they wouldn’t be kids, would they, Doctor?” 
Laura reminded him curtly and again for just a moment, 
she let him look into her eyes and see there something 
that made her seem a stranger. 

Puzzled, his eyes probed hers curiously and suddenly 
color poured into her face. She looked away from him, 
putting a hand to her tumbled, shining curls that were in 
becoming disorder, 

“i must look a sight,” she stammered. ‘T was so fright¬ 
ened —" 

“You know, of course, that the proper place for your 
sister is a hospital,” Steve pointed out curtly. 

Laura quailed as though he had plunged h^ flst against 
her jaw, and her eyes were dark with terror. 

“Oh, no! No!" she stammered wildly, "Somebody would 
be sure to 3nd out about what’s happened. And when 
she’s risked her life to keep her secret safe—Oh, you 
mustn’t think about it any more. 1 can take care of her 
now.” 

Steve had expected nothing else, though his jaw set hard 
and grim and his eyes were cold. 

“I can’t insist on dragging her to the hospital against 
your will, of course," he admitted his helplessness. “I’ll 
drop in tomorrow after office hours to have a look at her, 
and of course 1 won’t expect you at the office tomorrow —” 
he was busily writing a prescription as he spoke. 

“Oh, ru come to the office, Doctor,” she assured him 
quickly. “I have a friend, a nurse who is just off a case 
and who wants a few days rest before she takes another. 
She’ll come in and look after Louise while I’m at the 
t^ce.” 

Steve nodded grimly, too disgusted with the whole situa¬ 
tion to offer argument he already knew would be futile. 
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He offered to drop off the prescriptions at an all-night 
drugstore that would make deliveries and said a curt good 
night. 

Driving home, his mouth was twisted with anger and 
bitterness. These “private nursing homes” operating with¬ 
out a license, without supervision of any kind, hidden, 
secret from the police or other authorities, were damnable 
things. Girls like this Louise, frightened and bewildered 
by the consequences of their “love affairs,” anxious only 
to be rid of the babies, caring nothing about what hap¬ 
pened to them once they were free of them, were such 
pitiful victims. Yet victims whose own fear of discovery 
made it possible for the “maternity homes” to flourish and 
to charge outrageous rates. 

Babies brought an excellent price on the “black market,” 
as he and all other doctors knew. It was to the advantage 
of the “maternity homes” to look after the babies; many 
couples, for one reason or another denied children through 
the accredited welfare agencies, would pay well for a baby 
to be smuggled out of town and to some distant city, 
where they need only announce to their friends that they 
had adopted a baby. It was a “black market” that afi 
decent people loathed and that welfare agencies, law 
enforcement officers and reputable physicians tried to fight 
But it was like fighting smoke. Once in a great while, a 
“maternity home” was discovered, now and then a prose¬ 
cuting witness could be persuaded to testify and the opera¬ 
tors were sent away to prison; but for each one that was 
discovered, Steve knew there were a dozen that flourished 
handsomely. They charged enormous fees to the hapless 
unmarried mother; as much as the traffic would bear to 
the adopting “parents,” And those who would protect the 
mothers from the sort of butchery this poor little devil 
had endured, were powerless to defend them because the 
very desperation that had sent the girls to the illegal 
“maternity homes” in the first place sealed their lips against 
any revelations that would have helped destroy the evil. 

It was a long time, that night, before Steve could com¬ 
pose himself to the sleep his tired body needed so badly. 



4. Poppa Spank 

It was not to be a full night’s 
sleep for Doctor Prescott. The shrill clangmg of the phone 
by the bed made that obvious. Steve’s groggy “Heno’’ was 
followed by a wide-awake “Be right over.” 

He left the rumpled bed and the half-asleep Susie and 
headed for his clothes. 

“Where to?” Susie murmured, arm over her eyes. 

“The Dalmoris. Something’s wrong with the eldest 
daughter.” 

“Drive carefully, dear.” Susie turned over drowsily. 

Steve walked to the bed, leaned down and placed a 
tender kiss on each closed eyelid. Susie's face changed 
by a slight and sleepy contented smile. Steve, noticing this, 
smiled himself and brought his lips over the bridge of her 
nose and down to her lips which he lightly kissed. On 
impulse, he moved the blanket away from her body. The 
restlessness of sleep had made the ridiculous nightie she 
wore almost worthless; it had slipped from her shoulders 
and moved up from her legs. 

Delighted and warmed by the sight, Steve bent his head 
and brushed the tip of her breast. 

“Mnunm,” she murmured and, eyes still closed, turned 
on her back and reached up, pulling Steve more closely 
to her. She raised his head from her breasts, opened her 
wet lips slightly and brought his mouth to her. 

The kiss which followed carried desire in a warm rush 
through Steve; the movement of his hands made it ap¬ 
parent that he was becoming less and less willing to take 
on the starched and formal role of “Doctor Prescott.” 

Susie moved her mouth away and, with a light flick 
of her tongue on his lips, said, “Duty c^, dear. ’Bye.” 
She pulled the blankets up under her chin. 
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Steve kissed her ear, tongue playing lightly and moving 
down her neck. 

Suddenly Susie pulled an arm out from under the covers; 
one quick motion foUowed and Steve found himself sitting, 
very startled, on the floor. 

“Hey!” 

Susie turned over. 'Tm tired, lover. Remember Hip¬ 
pocrates' oath, "Sides, go make money.” Her head disap¬ 
peared under the blankets. 

“Tease. That’s all you are. Just a little tease.” Sieve 
stood up; grinning, he began to dress. 

He stripped off his pajamas and walked around the 
room, collecting his clothes, 

Susie peeped out from under the covers. “Wow, man,” 
she said, “you’ve got a mark on your behind.” She added, 
pulling up the blankets again, “You better see a doctor.” 
With that, she disappeared. 

Steve laughed aloud. My God, I love her, he thoughts— 
and then the image of Laura Weston crossed his mind. 
The image was followed by resolve; he would never see 
her any more, even talk to her, on a social, non-profes¬ 
sional basis. 

Rapidly he finished dressing in the semi-darkness of the 
room. His movements were swift and efficient, as though 
repetition had made each step of the process a reflex. 
Finally, dressed and ready to leave, he went to the bed 
again. Pulling the covers down sli^tly, he kissed Susie 
on the forehead. 

“1 love you,” he said, 

“I know,” she nodded. “Hurry back, my darling.” 

With a deep breath of resignation, Steve pulled away 
from his wife and left the house. 

The car, as usual, was facing the roadway; in moments, 
Dr, Steve Prescott was on his way to the emergency call. 

The trip was a fairly long one, and the streets being 
nearly empty of traffic, Steve had much opportunity to 
think. Inevitably, his mind went back to the incident of 
the evening before. He thought of the poor stricken girl 
whose body had been so terribly butchered. He felt profes¬ 
sional rage at that butchering, because it was completely 
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inexcusable; the operation was a minor one, and only a 
sadistic fool or a drunken ass could have messed it up 
so badly. 

Besides that, Steve felt guilty about not having taken 
the girl to a hospital; if she died, he knew he would feel 
more than a little responsible. He understood the shame 
she felt, and the deep fear, and he could conceive of the 
disgrace the family would feel if they knew what she had 
done. But the simple human aspects of the situation were 
much more important than the social ones—her life must 
take precedence over any unbending moral judgment. With 
an abrupt nod, Steve decided that if the girl were not 
considerably better today, he would force Laura to permit 
him to lake her to a hospital. 

Reassured, he pushed down on the accelerator and 
hurried toward his emergency call. 

The Dalmori family inhabited a fine dwelling on a 
proud lane; in the early morning grayness, the trees seemed 
to stand like the storied defenders of a maiden's virtue. 
The house itself was full of light as he drove up. Turning 
off the ignition, he saw that Mr. and Mrs, Dalmori were 
standing in the open doorway, waiting for him. 

“Doctor . . “ 

The sound, virtually a plea, came from Mr. Dalmori, 
He was a big man, not so much tall as broad and much 
too well-ffeshed; bis distended and flabby belly came almost 
to his bneq. The multi-colored pattern of his dressing 
gown seemed garfehly overblown as it encircled his girth. 

Mrs. Dalmori, hands clenched, waited in tears, her tiny 
face peering from behind her husband's expanse, 

“Good morning," Steve said, wide awake and profes¬ 
sional. 

Mr. Dalmori leaned forv/ard and gripped Steve's arm. 
The hammy palm was surprisingly strong, and Steve felt 
a definite twinge of annoyance. 

“Doctor," the man burst forth, “you must not tell any¬ 
one." The grip hardened, and the man actually began to 
shake Steve. “You must not teU anyone why you are 
here. Doctor." 
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“TTie shame—” Mrs. Dalmori bleated from behind her 
husband. 

“What is the mat . . Steve did not finish. 

“I will not let you in my house, Doctor, unless you 
promise, you swear, not to say a word, not to whisper 
this shame, not to tell anyone this—this vile . . .” Speech 
seemed to fail him, but not strength. Wordlessly staring 
into Steve’s face, his grip did not lessen in the slightest. 
Steve felt definitely bruised. 

“Mr. Dalmori, please—” the man let go. “Thank you. 
Now, may I see your daughter?” 

The three entered the hallway of the Dalmori household. 
There were numerous children standing at the top of the 
stairs, waiting curiously to inspect the visitor. At a gesture 
from Mr, Dalmori, they vanished. They vanished but not 
silently, and the racket of hurrying feet on the second 
floor made Steve try to remember just how many children 
the Dalmoris did have. 

“Beatrice is in there.” Mrs. Dalmori pointed a tiny 
finger toward a closed door. 

Steve looked at her—-the little woman’s eyes were red 
and swollen and her hand trembled like a palsied leaf. 
For a moment, he thought of giving her a mild sedative— 
the daughter was probably in better condition than her 
mother, he judged, at least mentally—but then dismissed 
the notion. 

He moved toward the closed door of the patient’s room, 
but suddenly found his path thoroughly obstructed by 
the mass of Mr. Dalmori. Steve closed Ms eyes in great 
annoyance, opened them and said, “Mr. Dalmori, 1 have 
been called to see someone who is ill. You, in fact, were 
the one who called me. Now, why are you preventing me 
from getting to her?” 

“Promise.” Mr. Dalmori spoke a command. 

Steve’s annoyance grew to anger. “Promise what?” he 
snapped. 

“You will not teU a soul what is wrong with my daugh¬ 
ter.” 

“Are you sure that it’s so terrible?” 

Mrs. Dalmori moaned behind Steve; Mr. Dalmori drew 
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fat lids over egg-shaped eyes and slowly raised and lowered 
his head. 

“I am sure,” the fat man said positively, 

“A doctor is sworn to keep patients’ confidences, Mr. 
Dalmori.” 

Apparently satisfied, the bulk moved aside and Steve 
opened the door. He found himself in the living room. 

There was a flurry of movement, a short squeal, and 
much tugging and wrapping of floral drapes around two 
bodies huddled in opposite comers of the room. 

Dr. Prescott blinked. Then the whole thing suddenly 
struck him as funny; it was with great effort that he did 
not cry, “Come out, come out, wherever you arel” 

“No, you do not come in.” Mr. Dalmori was pushing 
his wife back into the hall. Weight, if not authority, 
made battle impossible and he succeeded, slammed the 
door and bolted it. He turned to face the room. 

“Beatrice!” he boomed. 

There was no motion, but Dr. Prescott did hear a thin 
whine: “Father, please . . 

“Beatrice, come!” 

Steve watched in fascination as the robin’s-egg blue 
floral drape, lumped in the comer, hesitantly shifted its 
position. The bulk beneath the drape made no attempt 
to stand, but as soon as Mr, Dalmori made one monu¬ 
mental move in that direction, the drapery rose and half- 
exposed the body of a very young and very frightened 
girl. Clumsily holding the covering about her body, she 
stumbled toward her father. 



3. That’s His Problem 
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HIS IS MY SHAME/ MR. DALMORI 

grabbed his daughter’s arm and pulled her before the doo 
tor. She stood, head hanging, in complete silence. 

“Is she ill?” Dr. Prescott asked. 

“111? She is—she is—” In rage, he shook the girl 
violently. “She is rotten!” 

Steve noticed that she was trembling. “What is the mat¬ 
ter?” he asked, more to her as reassurance than to her 
father. 

“See if she is pregnant. Doctor,” He thrust the girl from 
him. Her head snapped back and Steve saw fury and 
hatred flick across her eyes. 

Steve motioned toward the couch and watched the girl 
as, holding her unwieldy gown, she walked awkwardly 
across the room and sat down clumsily. The leg ao 
cidentally exposed was young, firm and lovely—Steve 
could not help noticing that. 

“Well, Doctor?” Mr. Dalmori loomed ominously in 
front of him. “Examine.” 

“What makes you think the poor thing is pregnant? 
And is that what you called me for at this hour of the 
morning?” 

A red flush started across the girl’s cheeks, and when 
the tears began to fall, she curled back on the couch 
as if trying to hide herself. 

Her father glared at her for a long silent mioute before 
he spoke; when he did speak at last, his voice was harsh 
and grating with fury. 

“Where is he?” the father demanded. 

Dr. Prescott looked around him and realized that the 
shivering mass of floral drapery in the other comer of the 
room must be the “he” Mr. Dalmori had just refused to 
* 32 
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desigaate by name. A smile started across his face as he 
put the pieces of this "emergency call” together and he had 
to suppress an impulse to laugh aloud. 

Mr. Dalmori was standing before the form on the floor. 
He gave the floral mass a solid kick in what was probably 
the rump and the mass leaped up with a yowl to stand 
very tall, very male, and very naked. He fumbled toward 
the cloth lying near his feet, but Mr. Dalmori gave him 
no chance. The man planted a beefy hand on the nape 
of the boy’s neck and dragged him toward Dr. Prescott. 

Nude, beet red, the boy stood in trembling fear and 
embarrassment before the doctor. He flailed helplessly to 
cover his nakedness, gave up and stood quiet, hands tight 
to his sides, fists clenched, eyes squeezed shut. 

By this time, , Beatrice had screamed and her father had 
shouted, “Shut up!” 

Steve so far had not laughed, or even smiled, but the 
boy’s request now almost broke his control. Through tight 
lips and clenched teeth, the lad said, “Sir, please ask him 
to return my trousers.” 

Mr. Dalmori gave the good doctor no time to reply. 
“This thing,” he said, tone taut with anger, “is why you 
must examine my daughter. This—this anim al!” 

If this sad creature is an animal, Steve thought, noting 
the knobby knees and shaking legs, he’s not much more 
than an infant doe. 

“Mr. Dalmori,” Steve said, thinking to try the rational, 
“even if your daughter is pregnant, I couldn’t possibly 
tell this soon after— 

The fat man spun and pointed the finger of wrath at 
his daughter. “Examine her!” 

“Now, Mr. Dalmori,” Steve bepn, “don’t you think—” 

“Doctor, please make him give me my trousers, pleasel” 

“Shut up, you filthy— 

“Father, leave him alonel” 

“You keep quiet!” 

“Beatrice, don’t—” 

“Now wait,” Steve started. “I suggest— 

“Father, 1 didn’t—” 
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“Didn’t? Didn’t? I saw youl I sawl Trash! Garbage! 
Filth!” 

“Sir, we didn’t—” 

“I saw! I saw!" 

“Oh, Father!" 

The cry rose to a wail, the wail to a wracking yell, 
the wracking yell to a shriek—a shrill and rhythmic “Oh, 
oh, oh, oh!” 

Mr. Dalmori responded by seizing his daughter and 
tearing the covering material away from her body. Her 
hands went over her eyes and she sat in total shame, knees 
slightly bent, her nakedness complete, her body young, 
fresh, and unsensual. The shrieks had stopped, and so had 
the trembling, but the incredible flesh of Mr. Dalmori 
quivered and shook before his daughter. 

“Aiiee!" 

This from the ghl as the crack of his powerful hand 
against her face shattered through the room. He drew 
back his arm to strike again, but Steve grabbed his wrist. 

“Stop that, Mr. Dalmori!” 

The fat face turned to Steve; the look was one of fury 
and incomprehension. 

“Stop?” he said. “Stop? Stop what? Does she deserve 
less?” His voice rose. “A whip, a whip! That she deserves. 
Disgrace, the disgrace to me—” He whirled toward the 
boy, 

“And him? Him!’’ In a swift step, be had the boy 1^ 
the shoulder. “You—you think maybe you get better? 
It’s easier, maybe, because you had some fun? Fun!” He 
spat the word. “You think you are a man, hey? A man?" 
He moved his head close to the other’s white face. "And 
if you have brought shame to this house, you will be not 
a man when you leave it” He brought bh balled fist hard 
against the boy’s groin. 

The youth slumped to the floor in a faint. 

Steve went to Mr. Dalmori and put a hand on his 
shoulder. 

“Sit down. We will go on whh the examinatiem when 
you sit down.” 

Dalmori placed himself in a wing chair that faced the 
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window and sat so, in silence, bis back to bis sobbing 
daughter and the prostrate boy. 

“Mr. Dalmori, where are the young man’s clothes?" 

There was no response. 

“Mr. Dalmori, nothing can be done until the boy is 
dressed. Where are his Slings?” 

The answer was a gesture toward the closed and locked 
door. 

Steve unbolted the door and swung it open—and there 
was Mrs. Dalmori, tears running down her cheeks, holding 
a collection of rumpled clothing in her arms. 

She extended the pile to Steve and said, voice thin Md 
shaking, “He has a bad temper. He is like—like fire, like 
an animal. He cannot stop.” Steve took the clothing from 
her and she looked him full in the face. “Please forgive—” 
She stopped herself; the shrug was a gesture of profound 
resignation and weariness. 

With that she stepped back and he closed the door. 

Steve went to work on reviving the boy, who still lay 
unconscious on the floor. When he stirred with a faint 
moan, Steve spoke to him. He told him to dress, to leave 
the room, but not under any circumstances to leave the 
house; he was to wait in the ball until told otherwise. 

When the door closed once again, Steve looked at 
Mr. Dalmori; the man yet sat in the wing chair, his back 
to the room, staring out of the window now lit by dawn, 
Steve turned to the girl. 

She sat, covered once more, and watched Steve. Her 
eyes were swollen and red but they were dry. One cheek 
was puffed and livid from her father’s blow. 

Steve smiled at her, took the necessary instruments from 
his bag, and explained carefully that the examination would 
be brief and that he would not hurt her. She did not speak 
or respond in any way, and moved only as she was di¬ 
rected. 

Finished, Steve covered her with the drape as well as 
he could. “You’re aU right,” he said. 

She nodded curtly. “I know.” 

Curious suddenly, he asked, “How old are you?" 

“SeventeeiL" 
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He shook his head. “Well,” he said, “I'm going to gjve 
you an injectioii that will let you sleep for several hours. 
An ice bag will take down the swelling on that cheek.” 

He gave her the injection as she watched quietly, helped 
her to her feet and walked with her to the door. 

In the hallway, the boy sat dejectedly on a straight- 
back chair near an umbrella stand. He raised his head 
sharply as the door opened, but Steve motioned for him 
to remain where he was. Mrs. Dalmoii came in, hurried 
and h^gard, from a room in the back. As she approached 
Steve, question on her face, he sniiled reassuringly and 
nodded. 

“She’s perfectly all right,” he said. “Now, let her get 
some sleep—I’ve ^ven her something that wUl help. And 
an ice bag or some ice in a towel would help her cheek, 
too. Don’t worry, Mrs. Dalmori.” 

The little woman smiled in gratitude. “Come, Beatrice,” 
she said, taking her daughter by the arm. “To bed now.” 

Listlessly, the girl went up the stairs with her mother. 

Steve turned to the boy. “You do have a name, don’t 
you?” 

“Yes, sir. Warren.” 

“All right> Warren. I’ll,,. Say, don’t I know you from 
somewhere?” 

Warren fiushed. “Yes, Dr. Prescott. I’m an orderly at 
the hospital. I’ve seen you there lots of times.” 

“Well, that’s not important now. I’ll be finished here 
in a few more minutes. Then I'd drive you home.” 

“Yes, sir,” Warren nodded. 

Steve went back into the living room. As he expected, 
the bulk of Mr. Dalmori sat slumped in the chair. 

“I’m finished, Mr. Dalmori. I thought you would like 
to know that your daughter is all right. She is not pregnant 
She is still a virgin.” 

At that, the fat man raised his head and looked into 
Dr Prescott’s face. Then his eyes filled with tears. 

Steve picked up his bag and coat and left the room. 
Warren beside hirn, he drove away from the Dalmori 
household in the full li^t of early morning. 



6, Private Room 


They drove in silence for sev- 
eral minutes. Finally, Steve spoke. 

“Well, Warren, just what did happen in there?" 

The boy shifted uncomfortably. “You see, sir, we were 
—^uh—we were just necking, and you know, things got a 
little, well, a little further than usual and so we thought 
we would—” He stopped abruptly. “Sir, I mean nothing 
would have happened, I wouldn’t ever have made her do 
anything. She’s a nice girl, sir, I know that." 

“Warren, just tell me what happened.” 

“Yes, sir. Well, we were necking and, as I said, we 
went pretty far. So we—well, you saw how we were. Her 
folks were out and we sort of lost track of time—you know 
how it is. Well, and then Mr. Dalmori called you. Doc¬ 
tor,” Warren was suddenly serious, “is he crazy or some¬ 
thing?” 

“No,” Steve answered. “He just loves his daughter a 
little too much. And there are a lot of things he doesn’t 
understand.” 

The boy nodded glumly. 

“Warren,” Steve said a few minutes later, “tell me to 
shut up if you want, but have you ever made love to a 
woman? 1 mean, full love?” 

“Oh, yes, sir.” Warren spoke proudly. “I certainly have.” 
His tone suggested a Casanova-like history. 

“Oh?” 

“Yes,” Warren slumped back against the seat. “Oh, 
bell, Dr. Prescott, I mean 1 have, sure, but it hasn’t been 
much good. No moonlight and roses or anything like tltat. 
In fact, when you get right down to it, the whole thing 
was pretty lousy.” 

“Prostitutes?” 
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“No. It was just once, Dr. Prescott, that’s aU. In the 
hospital.” 

“Nurse?” 

“No, sir.” The boy seemed embarrassed, “One of the 
patients.” 

Steve nodded, uncommenting, eyes on the road, “Want 
to tell me how it happened? Any particular reason why it 
was so bad?” 

“I don’t mind taUHng about it if you want to hear.” 
Warren paused. “You know, Dr, Prescott, when you think 
about it, what happened is pretty funny. It was with a 
girl who had six toes.” 

“What?" Steve laughed. 

“Yeah, she had six toes on one foot—^the left, I think, 
She was in the hospital to have it cut off. . . 

Warren told how he had been on night duty in the 
private wing of the hospital. Pushing his orderly cart before 
him through the balls, he felt more bored than usual; 
nearly all of the patients were asleep, and the night nurse 
was a bitch, interested only in the interne on duty. 

Warren went from room to room, emptied ashtraj^, 
closed or opened curtains, shut off lights, ffUed water 
pitchers. 

In Room 809, he found an old and very wrinkled woman 
lying calmly asleep on the bed. Her hair was tied neatly 
back with a colorful scarf, and her smaU hand lay grace¬ 
fully upon the book she must have been reading when 
she had fallen asleep. Approaching to remove the book, 
Warren noted that she looked like a pleasant person, niM 
the usual old-biddy type that sent groans of perpetual 
complaint through the hospital all day and all ni^t. 

Standing by the bed, Warren looked curiously at the 
woman’s form outlined by the single sheet drawn over 
her body. 

“She’s had sex,” he nodded solemnly to himself. 

He looked carefully into her face and at the contours 
of her body and went off into a long stream of speculation 
about whether she had been a virgin on her wedding 
night; then he wondered about her extra-marital affairs. 
Before long, speculation had turned to fantasy and Warren, 
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thoroughly aroused, had constructed a complete history of 
the elderly woman's sex life when she had been a girl and 
even how she had behaved in bed. 

He put the book on the night table, filled the water 
pitcher, and turned off the light. Tugging his white jacket 
down, he left the room. 

The next few visits were uneventful; nothing happened 
to distract Warren’s thoughts from matters of the flesh. 
When he entered 822, he jumped with surprise at seeing 
a feminine figure sitting in the visitor's chair. 

It was a young woman in her late twenties, perhaps 
early thirties. Her face was not unattractive, but there was 
a look of tiredness and long-held petulance to its ex¬ 
pression, She appeared quite healthy in silk pajamas and 
Mandarin robe. Her voice was high-pitched and tense. 

“Oh, Tm glad to see you. I don’t like being alone before 
my operation, I'm sorry, but I just can’t stand being alone 
before an operation. It’s rude of me to be so silly, but I 
can’t bear being alone.” She expelled a huge breath, “Can 
you stay here and talk to me for a while?” 

Warren checked down the hall—the night nurse was 
walking toward her desk, clipboard in hand, 

“Yes,” he answered. “The nurse just made her rounds ” 
He lit a cigarette and offered one to her, which she de¬ 
clined with a nervous wave of the hand. 

“You seem pretty healthy,” Warren said. “Mind if I 
ask what you’re here for?” 

She pointed. “That's why.” 

Warren noticed for the first time that she wore only 
one sock; her right foot was bare*in the slipper, her left 
covered by thin white cotton. 

“What's the matter with it?” 

She sighed deeply and hesitated. “It’s abnormal. I 

have_” the pause was brief— “I have an extra toe oo 

that foot.” 

Warren laughed aloud. “Is that all?” 

“All?” She was aghast. “All?” 

Leaning forward in her chair, she delivered a lengthy 
harangue about the horrors of being born with an extra 
toe. It was obvious that she held that tiny appurtenance 
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responsible for her unpopularity with women, animals , 
children, God and, of course, men—in that order. 

The tirade of self-pity ended with a query: “Could you 
love a girl who was abnormal like me?” f- 

Warren recognized the question as a plea and as an - 
opportunity; his heart thumped. The words of his quick 
reply created in him an impulse to laugh, but she took 
them very seriously: “1 could love a girl with six toes on 
both feet.” 

The woman looked intently at him. “Could you?” 


“Yes.” 


“I don’t believe you.” 

“It’s the truth.” 

She rose from the chair and sat down (hl the bed. “1 


don’t believe it,” / 

“I can prove it.” i 

“Can you?” B 

“Yes.” - 

“How?” 

“Like this.” Warren drew the curtains around the bed, 
enclosing the girl and himself in the small area. His move- 
ments were calm, but his heart pounded and real fear 
moved in his veins. 

He turned and saw that the girl had lain back on the ! 
bed and was watching him, lids lowered. Her robe was 
parted, the pajama coat unbuttoned. y 

“Like this,” he said again, and went to her, the un- ' 
fulfilled desire of eighteen years forcing fear aside. 

The boy and the woman, gasping and str aining, fumbled | 
with each other’s bodies. Warren soon realized that she | 
was as much a virgin as he. V 

Quickly, he was done and moved away from her. ^ 

She lay with her eyes closed, her teeth clamped down 
hard on her lower lip. Warren did not know what to say. 

He slid bis hand down over her damp body, paused to j 
caress the breasts, and suddenly started to la ugh. 

“Ob, Jesus!” 

Her eyes flew open, alive with fury. “What are you i 
laughing at?” t 
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“Fm sorry, Fm really sorry, but—but —" Warren could 
not finish; he pointed. 

Amid her complaisant nudity, after the frantic incoher¬ 
ence of sex, the sig^it was too much; the sock on her left 
foot rose in a neat line to the middle of her calf, there 
to be topped by a small meticulous cuff, capped by a fluffy 
and undisturbed red bow. 

“Oh, Jesus. It never even got mussed . . 

The girl began to laugh, too. In a moment, both Warren 
and she were roaring affectionately, happily. At that mo¬ 
ment, the night nurse looked in to see what all the noise 
was about . . , 

“I nearly lost my job,” Warren said. 

Steve was laughing heartily, “That patient sounds very 
sad, of course, the unfortunate thing. Fra glad you were 
able to give her such good pre-operative preparation.” He 
burst out laughing again, “But after all, a sixth toe is not 
a tragedy.” 

“Oh, if she thought so, then it was—” Warren was 
grinning, too. 

“Warren, I must say that your sex life is be ginning 
to sound like a musical comedy. The risque kind.” 

“Beg pardon. Dr. Prescott?” 

“Never mind. Well, here we are.” Steve pulled up in 
front of Warren’s home and turned to the boy. “Keep 
iway from fat fathers and two-headed dogs, lad.” 

The two men smiled at each other and Steve drove off, 
still laughing aloud. 



7, Second Visit 


Laura was waiting for him in 
the office when he arrived the next morning, and she was 
pale, and there were faint smudges beneath her eyes as 
though she had not slept. 

In his private office as she took his hat and coat from 
him and hung them up, he asked grimly, “How is your 
sister this moming?“ 

Laura turned swiftly and there was a stain of color in 
her cheeks and her eyes were uneasy. 

“She’s much better, thank you, Doctor,” her voice was 
low, not quite steady. “You know, Vm sure, that you have 
put me under an obhgation that I will never be able to 
repay.” 

She came to the edge of his desk, looking down at him 
and he was conscious of a faint fragrance like that of a 
summer garden, dew-wet, that brushed him lightly and was 
gone almost before he could be sure that he had ex¬ 
perienced it at all. C 

“I shall be grateful to you as long as I live. Doctor,” ^ 
she told him huskily. “There is nothing you could ask 
of me that I would not gladly do to prove that to you.” 

Steve’s jaw was set and bard. 

“m take you up on that,” he stated flatly. “Tell me the 
name and address of this—butcher-shop—” 

Laura took a smgle backward step and the lovely color 
drained from her face and there was a flicker that was 
close to panic in her eyes. 

“That’s—^something I can’t teO you^—” she stammered 
faintly. 

Steve’s eyes were bitterly derisive, his voice cutting. 

“You’re so grateful to me you’d do anything I asked— 
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except the one helpful thing, not only for your sister but 
for ^ girls like her. You refuse,’* he said harshly, 

‘1 can’t tell you, because—I don’t know/* said Laura 
hurriedly and would not meet his eyes. He knew she was 
lying. “She wouldn’t tell me/’ 

“You are a nurse and so you know what places of horror 
these establishments are—^you know, too, that the only 
way they can be put out of business is for their victims 
to report them—** 

“Any woman desperate enough to need the services of 
such a place would be too desperate to risk telling any¬ 
thing,” she flung at him hotly, holding her voice low by 
an obvious effort. “Don’t you see, Steve? In order to— 
close up these places, the victims must go into court and 
testify—” 

“Arrangements could be made to have them testify in 
secret, their identities protected—began Steve, 

“Do you think my sister—or any womans—would take 
such a chance? They’re like frightened, trapped animals, 
wanting only to get out of the trap. They would rather 
die ten times over, as my sister would have died without 
your help, than to run the risk of being discovered.” 

Steve had expected nothing else, even when he had 
started the interrogation, and he made a little weary 
gesture. He was so disgusted and troubled that he did not 
realize she had called him “Steve” instead of her customary 
formal “Doctor.” 

“What happened to the baby? Bom dead, I suppose,” 
he said. 

“Oh, no—it was a fine healthy baby—a boy. It was 
adopted by some fine people—” said Laura hastily. 

“Fine people who are willing to take the risk of adopting 
a baby from such a place?” demanded Steve. 

Laura colored and her eyes fell away from his. 

“I imagtne it’s a comforting thought,” he growled, and 
dismissed the subject and said curtly, “Let’s get started 
with the day’s work.” 

As she reached the door, her hand on the knob, he 
asked casually, yet his eyes sharp, “Oh, by the way—do 
you happen to know a Dr. Anna Hannon?” 
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Laura’s back was rigid, and it was an instant before 
she turned to face him, her face quite pale, her head up. 

“I suppose Dr. Hurst had to—spill his guts,” she said 
viciously, and set her teeth hard in her lower lip. “Well, 
I do know Anna—and she had a raw deal from the hos¬ 
pital. She went to pieces after she was held accountable 
for something she did not do. The crime belonged to one 
of the house doctors. But because Anna was only an 
interne, it was easier for the hospital to slough it ofi on 
her and make an example of her^—” 

'T cannot believe that, Laura,” he snapped. 

“I suppose not,” she said dryly and tiiere was a stinging 
lash in her voice. “All male doctors resent feminine doctors 
and will stop at nothing to discredit them—” 

“I suppose Dr. Harmon is back of one of these ‘mater¬ 
nity homes’,” said Steve shrewdly, and saw the flash of 
panic deepen in her eyes. 

“That’s not true," she flashed at him hotly, “Anna's not 
even in town. She’s gone north. She’s employed in a 
research laboratory,” 

“Good,” said Steve, not believing her for a moment 
“I’m glad to know that. And now we’U have the fint 
patient in, please.” 

Laura stood for a moment apinst the closed door, 
watching him, her eyes frightened. She turned with a 
defiant jerk of her lovely head and opened the door. 

Later in the evening, after he bad completed his rounds 
of calls, Steve went up in the elevator to Laura’s apart¬ 
ment and rang the bell. She opened the door for him, 
cool and immaculate and very lovely in a honey-yellow 
taffeta housecoat that was a perfect foil for her s hinin g 
hair and her lovely skin. Her eyes were anxious and 
uneasy as she greeted him and showed him immedia tely 
into the bedroom. 

Steve stood beside the bed, looking down at the girl 
who lay there, so small and slight that her body seemed 
scarcely to disturb the covers. Her eyes were closed, and 
the long lashes lay against purplish shadows beneath her 
eyes that were like bruises. And as be stood looking down 
at her, the lashes lifted and the ^I’s eyes staxed up at him 
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and there was fear and something very like hatr^ in her 
eyes. For a long moment she met his gaze, her thin, color¬ 
less mouth taut, before she put up her arm to hide her 
face and submit wordlessly to the examination he must 
make. 

He nodded to Laura when he had completed his exami¬ 
nation. The girl kept her face covered by her arm. He 
turned and went out of the room, Laura following him. 

“She’s better, isn’t she?” asked Laura anxiously. 

“She’s showing satisfactory progress but she’s not yet 
out of the woods,” stated Steve, “A narrow squeak. There 
is still danger. And I still say the proper place for her 
is a hospital.” 

“That’s—in^)ossible,” said Laura. 

Steve nodded, because he hadn’t expected her to say 
anything else. 

“Of course, if she dies, you know that you and I will 
be guilty of cr iminal ne^gencc,” he pointed out. 

“Oh, but she’s not going to—because you are taking 
care of her,” said Laura and her relief and gratitude made 
her suddenly radiant. 

“That’s very flattering," said Steve grimly. “And of 
course I’m a fool not to insist on the hospital—” 

Laura fjime. close to him and from the whispering taffeta 
of her housecoat there floated up to him for a tantalizing 
moment that faint fragrance of a dew-wet summer garden. 

“No, darling ,” she said very softly, so softly that he 
could almost convince himself she had not spoken the 
endearment at all. “You’re very kind and very wise and 
very—sweet—as I knew you would be.” 

And suddenly, impulsively, almost as thou^ scarcely 
aware of what she was doing, Laura kissed him full on 
the mouth. Kissed him warmly, as though she had wanted 
very much to do so for a long time but had lacked the 
courage. And the next moment she stood back, color 
pouring into her face, and said unsteadily, “I—that was 
unforgivable. But I’m so grateful. You’re such a wonder¬ 
ful person—” 

She walked with him to the door and swung it open, 
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and as he brushed past her she said very softly, “Good 
night—darling—my darling." 

Going down in the elevator, Steve found himself worried 
and uneasy. He had a healthy, normal disgust for a doctor 
who took advantage of his position to have an adalr with 
his office nurse. It was the same principle as that of a 
business man having an affair with his secretary, a man 
who used hh position as employer to demand of his em¬ 
ployee services far beyond those included in the paycheck. 
There had never for a moment been an instant’s temp¬ 
tation for him; he had young, pretty, impressionable nurses, 
girls with their “R.N." pins shiny-new, the ink scarcely 
dry on their diplomas, who were seeking experience before 
deciding between private duty and hospital service. He had 
never had any feeling towards any of them except an al¬ 
most fatherly one. But Laura was something else again. 
She was no starry-eyed kid, still jubilant over the acquisi¬ 
tion of her cherished cap and her precious pin; Laura was 
a woman, mature, subtle, dangerous. The word “dan¬ 
gerous” startled him, and he slowed the car, frowning 
as he turned the word over and over in his mind. Danger¬ 
ous? To whom? She was a darned alluring, very tempting 
woman—but—Susie was his wife; there were the two 
boys; his home; all the things he held dear. Were they not 
a shield, armor in fact, against even such a woman as 
Laura? Well— weren’t they? He was oddly uneasy at 
the sudden vehemence of his thoughts on the subject. It 
relieved him greatly when he reached the driveway in front 
of the white brick ranch-house and the two boys rushed 
out to greet him . Now he could free hims elf from dis¬ 
turbing thoughts. 

But somehow, tonight of all nights, he seemed to see 
Susie with a new and unwilling clarity. Her hair, which 
she always admitted frankly was just “hair-colored,” was 
straight and she wore it thrust into an untidy knot pinned 
at the back. The easiest and quickest way she could get 
it out of her way when she awoke in the morning. She 
always went around shedding hairpins and thrusting them 
absent-mindedly into place. Tonight the knot was slipping; 
her face, innocent of any vestige of makeup, was ffushed 
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and damp from activities connected with Bill’s party. Her 
house dress that had been immaculate some hours before 
now showed where one (rf the boys, with grubby small 
paws, had tugged at her skirt to attract her attention; she 
had spilled egg on the front of it wMle beating eggs for a 
cake, and had wiped it off with a damp cloth. There 
hadn’t been time to change into another fresh dress before 
diimer. Besides, since she did the laundry herself each 
week, she was understandably chary about “breaking out” 
two freshly ironed house dresses in a single day. 

Steve despised himself because suddenly, beside Susie’s 
untidy, grubby little fingers, he seemed to see Laura, im¬ 
maculate, exquisitely groomed, the whisper of scented 
taffeta skirts swirling about her high-heeled slippers, her 
lovely face touched artfully with makeup. And suddenly 
once more he felt the touch of her mouth, (»ol, fragrant, 
petal-soft, against his own—and drew a hard breath and 
cursed himself that he should think of such things here at 
the table with his wife and his two boys. Susie smiled 
radiantly at him across the table, sharing some joke about 
the boys, and he was stricken with remorse. Why shouldn’t 
Susie look hot and rumpled and tired, after a day of riding 
herd on the boys? Minni e did the cooking and the house¬ 
work; but Susie had her hands full, too. She scarcely left 
the house; she was always on hand to look after whatever 
telephone calls from patients came to the house, for one 
thing. It was a rare occasion indeed when she got together 
with some of the many friends who adored her; on the 
scarce nights when he mid she could join friends, he could 
see how Susie was always the center of the gayest group 
at the party. People lov^ her because she was sweet ai^ 
honest and gay a^ loyal to the teeth. 

Loyal! He knew she would have died in any painful 
way that would have saved him a moment’s di^mfoit. 
She worshipped him and the boys. Yet here he was, 
criticizLDg her, comparing her to a woman who had no 
demands on her time after office hours; nothing to do but 
make herself beautiful and glamorous. And a woman his 
instincts told him was very dangerous—a woman he must 
avoid in the future. 
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He reached the decision almost without being conscious 
of it. The decision that Laura must be discharged. He 
dared not run the risk of keeping her on at the office. 
He disliked the word “risk” and yet he was honest enough 
to realize that it was a truthful word. 





8. Broken Faith 


He was a little late reaching 
the office next morning and there was no chance for a 
private word with Laura. He felt that she would not 
accept her dismissal calmly. He tried to deny that he was 
secretly relieved at the postponement of an unpleasant 
scene, and gave himself up to Ws usual busy routine. And 
when he left the office at the end of the day, he still had 
not brought up the subject. But he would be calling on old 
Mrs, Logan tffis evening and would, of course, stop by to 
check on Louise, And what better place was there to teD 
Laura definitely and flatly that she was through as his 
office nurse than in the privacy of her own apartment? 

He was tight-lipped when he rang the bell at Laura’s 
apartment. She opened the door to him, distractingly lovely 
in one of the clinging, soft housecoats that she seemed 
invariably to choose for her evenings at home. She smiled 
at him warmly and motioned him in with a gesture that 
took in the table, already laid for two, the candles ready 
for lighting and the pleasant fragrance of appetizing food 
already present in the air. 

She took his hat and coat and before he could speak, 
she said gaily, “You see, I knew you were not expected 
home for dinner and that you had had only a sandwich 
and a glass of milk for lunch. So I planned this for you,” 
“Thanks,” said Steve and could not quite keep the 
grimness from his tone, “FU see your sister first—” 

“Oh, but—Louise is gone, Steve,” said Laura and for 
a moment her eyes flickered away from his, 

“Gone?” he repeated, startled. 

“She was getting along so well and she was homesick, 
and a friend agreed to drive her home—she explained 
hastily. 
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“K you had told me tliat at the office this afternooo. 
I’d have been spared the drive out here,” Steve told her 
curtly. 

She stood before him, demure, a smile tugging at the 
comer of her mouth, her eyes dancing warmly, 

“I know it, Steve,” she admitted fra^y, “But I wanted 
you to come, 1 wanted to talk to you—away from the 
office.” 

Steve studied her sharply, 

“Perhaps it’s just as well," he said. “Because I wanted 
to talk to you—away from the office.” 

She caught her breath and her eyes widened and there 
were little fans of carnation-pink in her cheeks for a mo¬ 
ment. 

“You did?” she breathed, “Oh, Steve—that’s wonder¬ 
ful!” 

He was very tired. It was a cold night. Susie was not 
expecting him for dinner because she knew that he would 
go straight from his calls to the hospital; and at the mo¬ 
ment, he was ravenously hungry. Besides, wasn’t this a 
much better opportunity for the talk be must have with 
Laura than to t^ to sandwich in a private moment or two 
at the office? 

And so when Laura summoned him to the table, he sat 
down and ate the delicious food she served, and listened 
to her gay, carefree chatter and did not realize that the 
uneasiness in her eyes deepened as the meal progressed. 
When at last they had finished and cigarettes were lighted, 
be looked at her and knew the moment could be evaded 
no longer. 

“Well, shall we talk?” he suggested curtly. “Will you 
start—or shall I?" 

“Oh—^you, by all means. I’m afraid ^riiat I have to say 
may not be nearly so important,” she told him brightly. 

He crushed out his cigarette in the tray she had plac^ 
beside his dinner cup and suddenly be looked up at her 
and delivered his blow, 

“I’m going to have to ask you, Laura, to find another 
job.” 

She lowered her eyes and he saw the small ridge of 
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muscle that for an instant rippled along her jaw before 
she had herself once more under controL 

“YouTe the sort of woman, Laura, who would be a 
menace to any wife’s happiness—” 

She looked up at him then and there was pain in her 
blue eyes. 

“That sounds as though—you felt it, too,” she said 
huskily. 

His hand clenched hard on the edge of the table, 

“Felt what, Laura?” he asked, and even in his own ears 
the words sounded silly and insane. 

“Tm in love with you, darling,” she said very softly. 
“For the first time in my life.” 

Steve thrust back his chair and stood up. 

“That’s not true, Laura.” 

Almost in a single graceful fluid movement she was on 
her feet and the table was no longer between them and 
from her soft satin draperies came that tantalizing, oddly 
disturbing flower-fragrance that was so much a part of hen 

She was so close to him now that the flower-fragrance 
was all about him, bemusing him, drugging his senses, 
seeming to grow stronger with the added tension. 

"‘ft’s quite true, Steve—why fight it, darling?” she mur¬ 
mured, and her voice was a siren-song in his ears. “I hate 
to sound corny, but the truest things in the world are 
corny—that’s what makes people repeat them over and 
over so that they become corny. You know that we love 
each other, that what we feel for each other is much bigger 
than anything else in the world. Oh, darting, darling—I 
can give you so much—more than any other woman in 
the world. Because you’re all my life—you’re all I ever 
wanted—” 

Steve took a backward step, a hand flung up to hold 
her back, his face gray and harsh in the flickering yellow 
candle-light. 

“This is the most damnable nonsense, Laura. We mean 
nothing to each other,” he told her shortly. 

“We could, darling—wc could! And what you would 
give me would take nothing from—her. Oh, Steve, Steve, 
don’t be so hard! Don’t torture me—^and yourself. Don’t 
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deny \js both this bit of perfert heaven! No one will ever 
know. And Steve, Steve darling, I love you so much. So 
terribly much—” 

And then she was in his arms, held close and hard 
against him and everything was forgotten save that she was 
in every exquisite inch the fulfillment of any man’s most 
ardent dreams; and she was his for the taking, and she 
gave herself with a joyous abandon, a prodigal display of 
emotion that set his blood sin^g as it had never sung 
before. It was an hour of such utter perfecUon as all men 
dream of and few men ever ex^rience. Everything else 
was forgotten and when at last it was over, and she lay 
close-held in his arms, there was a small, satisfied smile 
on her lovely mouth and triumph in her eyes. 

Bitter shame and self-loathing were pulling at Steve even 
while he dressed and made ready to leave her. Already 
an hour late for his hospital calls, but at the moment 
there was no room in his thoughts for that. He could only 
remember that he had been faithless to Susie, who would 
have staked her very life on his loyalty, who would no 
more have dreamed him capable of such betrayal than 
she herself could have been. 

Laura lay against her pillows, the sheet carelessly drawn 
up so that her beautiful bust and white shoulders were 
quite bare, and watched him, tender, teasing amusement 
in her eyes. 

“I —don’t know what to say, Laura,” he could not walk 
out without a word and yet words stuck in his throat, 
thickened with the bitter self-disgust of his betrayal of 
Susie’s loyalty. 

“Don’t say anything, darling. It’s not a time for words,” 
she assured him softly. "You might kiss me good night.” 

But he turned sh^ly away and caught up his coat 
and hat and moved towards the door. 

“Perhaps it’s just as well,” she laughed softly. “We can 
talk—Plater on,” 

He could not answer her. He let himself out of the apart¬ 
ment, closing the door hard behind him. And Laura, still 
propped against her pillows, suddenly turned her head until 
her laughter was smothered against the cool linen. But the 
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look in her eyes gave the laughter an ugly inflection, for 
it was a look of malicious enjoyment, a look that boded 
no good to a bedeviled, bewitched and harassed young 
doctor who adored his wife and had never strayed from 
his marital vows until now. 



9. Change of Heart 

Laura greeted him demurely 
next morning when he entered the office. Demurely, save 
for the small twinkle that was a teasing light in her ey«. 
Her manner was quite perfect throughout the day but 
when the last patient had gone, and they were alone, he 
looked at her sternly. 

“Sit down, Laura. We might as well have this out here 
and now,” he told her. 

Laughter brimmed for a moment in her eyes but she was 
still the polite, perfect office assistant. 

“Hadn’t I better lock the outer door, Doctor?” she asked 
sweetly. 

“That won’t be necessary.” 

Her eyebrows went up and some of the teasing, mocking 
lau^ter faded from her eyes as she sat primly, hands 
folded in her lap, ankles neatly crossed, in the chair beside 
his desk. 

“Yes, Doctor?” she said, her whole manner making a 
light mockery of her formality. 

“I have a patient who is leaving the hospital tomorrow 
and who will require the services of a skilled and efficient 
nurse for at least two or three weeks,” he stated. “I have 
recommended you for the job.” 

All the mockery had gone now and for a moment there 
was a spark of anger in her eyes. 

“That’s very kind of you, Doctor,” she told him evenly. 
“But I don’t think I care to take on a private-du^ case. 
I’m much better satisfied here.” 

His jaw set. 

“That’s too bad,” he answered grimly. “Because I 
stopped in at the Registry this morning, and asked them 
to send me a new office nurse. Fortunately for me they had 
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one available and she will report for duty in the monimg.” 

‘*So I am to be punished for somethiiig we both enjoyed,” 
she said harshly- 

‘I’m sorry it has to be like this—” 

“Oh—sorry!” she flung the word at him like a blow. 
“What the hell good is that going to do? You were tickled 
to death to accept what I had to offer—now you’re 
behaving like a silly school boy who for the first time 
has found out for himself some of the facts of life and 
is scared to death. You—a doctor, who should know just 
how unimportant such passionate interludes are,” 

Steve studied her coldly, shrewdly- 

“If you consider it so unimportant, then why the fuss?” 
he demanded. 

Instantly the cold anger went out of her and she was 
all soft and warm and appealing, and there was even 
something that dimmed the brightness of her eyes that in 
another woman he might have mistaken for tears. 

“It wasn’t unimportant to me, darling—it was just 
about the most important thing that ever happened—^the 
most perfecti Because I love you.” Her voice broke and 
for a moment she hid her face in her hands, and Steve 
could think of nothing to say that wouldn’t sound com¬ 
pletely banal and inane. 

“I’m sorry,” he muttered again. “But there isn’t any 
other way—” 

“Oh, PU accept my dismissal,” she told him bleakly, 
“Because there isn’t anything else for me to do. There 
never is, for the ‘woman scorned.’ Fm being corny again, 
aren’t I? But after all, what else is there but the truth— 
corny though it be? I gave you a gift that meant every¬ 
thing to me. But I can’t force you to accept it if you no 
longer want it—only—darling, are you sure?” 

“Very sure,” Steve despised himself because his voice 
sounded unnecessarily harsh. 

She stood quite still for a moment, studying him as 
curiously as if she had never seen him before. And then, 
to his startled surprise, she smiled. A small, provocative, 
almost teasing sn^e that whipped the blood to reluctant 
warmth. 
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“This isn’t really goodbye, darling,” she told him softly, 
“There never could be really a goodbye between us. Be¬ 
cause you won’t forget me, darling. Even in your lawful 
wedded bed, with her in your arms, you’ll remember me. 
And want what I have to offer. Want it so much that 
you’ll be sick with wanting it. And—I’ll be waiting for 
you, darling. The gift will be yours again—any time, any¬ 
where.” 

And before he could recover from the incredible 
effrontery of her words she was gone. He discovered he was 
trembling slightly and that he was sweating. . .. 

Nurse Middleton was middle-aged, comfortably plump, 
frankly maternal in her attitude towards her new em¬ 
ployer. From the first she was a distinctly soothing 
influence in the office. Her manner with children, terrified 
of the unknown things conjured up by “seeing the doctor,” 
was perfect. She could be gently soothing and cheering 
to even the most convinced hypochondriacs. Her manner 
with those who were grievously ill and had faced up to 
it with courage was deeply touching. 

Susie adored her at sight, and beamed happily at Steve 
on one of the infrequent visits she made to the office. 
Not demanding that she be allowed to see Steve the 
moment she arrived, Susie took her place with whatever 
patients were in the office and waited her turn, mean¬ 
while watching Nurse Middleton appraisingly and ap¬ 
provingly. 

“I’m mad about her, dear,” she told Steve happily. 
“She’ll take care of you. And I’m so glad you got rid of 
that lovely creature—she was too beautiful! No normal 
wife, especially one as homely and dull as I am, could 
ever approve of having her husband exposed to the charms 
of such a gal.” 

Steve caught her in his arms and held her tightly. 

“Mind what you say about my favorite wife,” he 
ordered sternly. “Remembei, you’re speaking of the woman 
I love.” 

“So long as you remember it, darling!” she warned 
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him, mocking, adoring, clinging to him shamelessly, and 
rubbing her cheek kittenwise against his shoulder. 

‘T promise you—Til never forget it!” said Steve and 
his voice was deep and warm and vibrant. His words 
were an oath, a vow from the heart, . , . 

He wondered, of course, what had happened to Laura. 
He heard nothing of her as he went his busy rounds, and 
finally decided that perhaps she had left town. Maybe she 
had joined her friend, Dr. Harmon, at that research 
laboratory up north. Wherever she was, he knew that 
she would be all right, for Laura had impressed him as 
a woman quite capable of taking care of herself. 

Christmas came and went and it was a gay, happy 
season of noise and confusion and as always Susie’s delict 
in the Christmas season was very much like that of the 
two boys. The house was handsomely decorated with 
Christmas green and there was a $mM but beautifully 
proportioned and elaborately decorated tree. Apparently 
Santa Claus had brought the boys everything their hearts 
had hungered for, because if there was the faintest cloud 
of disappointment in their bliss it was not apparent to 
their father. Susie had been awed and a little frightened 
by her very first fur coat. Not lordly mink by any means, 
but a far more modest dyed squirrel that had cost a little 
over three hundred dollars but could not have pleased 
her more if it had cost ten times as much. 

She had slipped it on over her rumpled house dress 
and faced the mirror and winced. 

“Trouble about anything so gorgeous,” she told him 
frankly, “is that it’s going to take a lot of living-up-to! 
My hair—maybe 1 should get a permanent. And perhaps 
one of those ‘rinses that are not a dye, but bring out the 
hidden loveliness of your hair’ like they are always yapping 
about on the radio. Only anything that could bring out 
the ‘hidden beauty* of hair-colored hair like mine would 
have to go pretty deep, don’t you think?” 

She was completely in earnest, frowning as she studied 
her image, and Steve laughed at her and caught her close 
in his arms, and rubbed his cheek against her hair. 

“You take one step toward a beauty parlor to have 
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anything done to your hair, and you’ll get the walloping 
of a lifetime,” he promised. ‘T like you just exactly the 
way you are—I wouldn’t change so much as a freckiel” 

She relaxed happily in his arms and sighed. 

“I do love you so much, I think you’re the nicest 
husband I ever had!” she told him joyously. 'T’d like 
to be beautiful—if you’d like me to be—but if you’re 
satisfied with me as I am, then hooray for us!” 

“Hooray for us is right!” he told her firmly. 

She was silent for a moment, clinging to him. And then 
without lifting her face, she asked huskily, “Know what 
I’d like for next Christmas?” 

Steve’s eyebrows went up. 

“My word, but you are thi greedy one! Here it is barely 
nine o’clock on this Christmas and you’re already plotting 
for the next one,” 

She hushed him quickly. “All I want is to spend it 
with you, my darling.” 

She raised her lips to his and they held each other in 
a long, full kiss. When Steve’s desire became obvious and 
Susie’s breath was coming hard, she moved her mouth 
away. 

“With you,” she added, “and the boys’ Little Sister. 
I want to have her by then.” 

Steve smiled at her; they kissed again, this time longer 
and more ardently than before. 

Holding her body tightly against his, Steve said, “Come, 
my darling wife.” 

Arms around each other’s waist, the two walked slowly 
up the stairs to their bedroom. 



10. Partner in Crime 


The phone rang again m Steve’s 
office. He answered it. 

“Dr. Prescott speaking.” 

“Steve? This is Laura.” 

“Yes, Laura. How are you?” He felt distinctly annoyed 
at hearing her voice. 

“This isn’t a social call, Steve. I need your help 
professionally. It’s important. You won’t let me down, 
will you?” 

He wanted to refuse, he wanted to tell her to call some 
other doctor, that it was impossible for him to do any¬ 
thing for her now, that he was busy. 

“What’s wrong, Laura?” 

“It’s not for me, Steve, it’s for my patient.” 

“What seems to be the trouble?” 

“Oh, Steve, that’s why I need you. You’ll see when 
you get here. Please?” 

“Laura, I’m terribly busy today. Wouldn’t another 
doctor do as well?” 

“You know that I don’t trust anyone as much as I do 
you. My patient needs a really good doctor. Please, Steve, 
—this one time.” 

“All right,” he said. “Where are you and how do I 
get there?” 

Laura gave him lengthy and involved instructions; each 
additional direction irritated him more. 

“It begins to sound like a labyrinth,” he commented. 

“Oh, Steve, please. I promise you, this is purely profes¬ 
sional. And rU never bother you again.” 

“See you as soon as I can get there,” be said. 

“Thanks, Steve.” 

They hung up. 
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He postponed the remaining appointments on bis 
calendar, called Susie and explained. He had to go out 
on another emergency, he said, and he had no idea when 
he would get back. She understood, as always, and her 
sweetness made Steve feel unaccountably guilty—had she 
known he was going to see Laura Weston, professionally 
or otherwise, she would not have been so trusting. 

He drove carefully and thoughtfully, meticulously put¬ 
ting down any stirrings of lust. He would be aloof with 
Laura, treat the patient, and promptly return home. 

He made each turn, following the complicated directions, 
and soon he saw the place Laura had described. It looked 
lonely and forlorn, at least a mile from the nearest neigh¬ 
bor, sitting on a hill top, shabby and shivering beneath 
the lash of the wind. 

As he stopped the car and got out, the door opened, 
revealing an oblong of amber li^t. He saw someone stand¬ 
ing there. It was Laura. As he went up the steps and 
along the narrow, sagging verandah she came anxiously 
to meet him. 

“Steve, it’s wonderful of you to come out on a night" 
like this,” her voice was warm and faintly husky as she 
laid a hand on his arm and drew him into the bouse. 
“But then, I knew you would.” 

Steve nodded, dropping his overcoat and hat, and stand¬ 
ing close to the small, cheerful fire he warmed his hands 
as he demanded details. Laura gave them swiftly and 
eflBciently, every inch the perfect nurse. 

It was a maternity case, which did not surprise him 
since much of his practice was obstetrics though he did 
not specialize in it. And according to Laura’s swift recital, 
the woman was in a bad way. 

Steve shot a stem gjance at Laura, but held back the 
words on his lips and said curtly, ‘T’U have a look at 
her.” 

“Yes, Doctor," said Laura meekly and led the way 
down the hall. She opened a door to a room where a 
woman lay in a high, narrow hospital bed, her face blue 
with anguish, her hands clenched so tightly that the 
knuckles were small white mounds above the delicate skin. 
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The room was neat, clean, bare, cheerless. So much his 
eyes took in before he reached the side of the bed and be¬ 
gan his swift examination. The woman seemed so racked 
with pain that she was scarcely conscious of him, and 
when he had finished his examination he straightened 
and gave her the only sedative he dared, in her con¬ 
dition, to a dminis ter. He returned to the small living 
room, where a moment later Laura joined him. 

“AH right,” he said curtly. “Who is she?” 

“She gave me her name as Ann Smith,” said Laura 
quietly, 

Steve shot her a startled glance, frowning. 

“You don’t know her name? Her real name?” he 
demanded. 

She spread her hands in a graceful gesture characteristic 
of her and said gently, “My patients pay very well for— 
anonymity. I could not aSord to ask too many questions, 
with the fees they pay.” 

Steve stood quite still, staring at her and Laura smiled 
faintly, mockin^y, a bitter look in her eyes. 

“Yes, Doctor,” she drawled deliberately. “This is one 

those wicked, sinful, unlicensed maternity homes you 
loathe! Are you just terribly shocked?” 

“I am. To find a nurse of your capabilities—1” 

She shrugged mockingly. 

“Oh, weU, even a nurse of my capabilities must have 
a job—and you made it rather difficult for me to get 
another job, discharging me so abruptly without notice; 
Dr. Hurst’s gossip about my friendship for poor Anna 
didn’t help any. So—one does what one must,” she assured 
him bitingly, bitterly derisive. 

Steve was unable to answer, but his expression seemed 
to delight her. 

“After all, Doctor, you are such a great humanitarian. 
Since you feel that the poorest and humblest, the most 
poverty-stricken regardless of race, creed or color, should 
have the best medical attention possible, don’t you think 
poor unfortunates like ‘Ann Smith’ are entitled to decent 
treatment from an accredited physician?” she purred 
malevolently. 
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*T think ‘poor ufifortunates’ like this ‘Ann Smith’ should 
be in hospitals, properly cared for, yes—by all means. 
TU call an ambulance—” Steve reached for the telephone 
on the desk, but Laura laughed and took it from Mm 
and put it down again. 

“Oh, no, you won’t, darling—^youTl look after her here, 
yourself,” she told him. “We are very well equipped— 
come and see.” 

And Steve found himself, dazed and incredulous, follow¬ 
ing her down the small hall and into a tiny, but s^ris- 
ingly well-equipped delivery room; adjoining it there was 
a small nursery with whose appointments he could find 
no fault. Across the hall there were two more bedrooms, 
each with three narrow beds crowded into it. Apparently 
there was only one private room and Ann Smith occupied 
it. 

Puzzled, he assured himself that the place was amajdn^y 
well appointed, and then he turned sharply to Laura. 
She had lit a cigarette and was leaning against the door, 
watching him, acrid amusement washing out much of 
the loveliness of her blue eyes. 

“Who operates this place?” he demanded sharply. 

Laura tipped ash delicately from her cigarette into a 
cheap glass tray on the white-painted bureau beside her, 
and said sweetly, “I do—with the assistance of Anna, 
of course.” 

Steve was rocked back on his heels; despite his efforts 
to conceal the fact, he knew that she realized it. She 
laughed again and turned away, leading the way back to 
the living room. There she dropped into a chair, smiling 
up at him, triumphant, wickedly enjoying his shocked 
amazement. 

She snuffed out her cigarette and relaxed in the chair 

“Poor Anna,” she drawled. “She’s wonderful in obstet¬ 
rics as long as I can keep her sober, and off the needle. 
But the moment I take my eye off her—zingo! She’s off 
again, I had to send her away for a ‘cure’ and 1 hadn’t 
planned to accept any more patients until she returned. 
But when ‘Arm Smith’ came along, offering two thousand 
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dollars for good care and complete (^scretiott—^well, after 
all, two grand is an awful lot of money!” 

Steve had listened in shocked, disgusted silence and 
when she finished he said harshly, “Of course you know 
that I shall have to report this place—and you—to the 
proper authorities!” 

Her smile was evil, taimtmg, brimming with u^iness. 

“Ob, 1 don’t think you'll do that, darling,” she said 
pleasantly. “I’m not a bit worried about your squealing— 
even with that Sir Galahad complex you seem to have 
been bom with.” 

“You know how any decent doctor with an ordinary 
set of ethics loathes these places—” 

“Professional jealousy?” she wondered amiably. 

“You know that I have to report h.” 

Her smile was like a han d laid on his lips silencing 

him . 

“You won’t report me, darling, nor the location of this 
place,” she told him, superbly sure of what she was say¬ 
ing. “If you are sensible, you will see that there are 
always going to be women like ‘Ann Smith’ who get them¬ 
selves into jams and who need—and deserve—and can 
well afford to pay for—the best of medical services, but 
wbo dare not risk discovery of their little ‘secret’ by going 
to a hospital, or to a physician like you. So they fall into 
the hands of—^butchers was the word you used, I be¬ 
lieve. And their bodies are wrecked, their livra ruined— 
do you think that fair?” 

“Just what are you getting at?” 

“Why, I thought I had made it very plain, darling— 
I’m offering you a half-interest in a gold mine that 
ought to net us both about ten times what you are earn¬ 
ing now, and with half the amount of work." 

Steve gasped, choking down an oath, at the sheer 
audacity of that, his eyes blazing with healthy, quite 
honest fury. 

“You’re asking me to get mixed up in this—this— 
evil-smelling racket?” he demanded when he could trust 
himself to speak. 
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"T’m telling you that you are already mixed up in it, 
angel,” she told him sweetly. “Remember Louise?” 

“Your sister?” 

“She wasn't my sister. You were a fool to have believed 
that for so much as a minute!” Her voice was touched 
with derision, “She was a patient from here—one of 
Anna’s—^well, less careful jobs. Poor Anna had managed 
to get herself a snootful of cocaine and wasn’t—well, at 
her best when Louise’s baby decided to be bom.” 

Laura's face darkened with angry memory, 

“She botched things so miserably the baby died’—and 
I had arrangements made for it to be adopted by some 
very nice people who could easily afford a thousand 
dollars for the privilege,” she finished, almost as though 
she had forgotten his presence. 

Steve drew a deep, tortured breath and was silent for 
a long moment before he could trust his voice. 

“So it is not only an unlicensed, illegal nursing home— 
it's also a black market in babies! You're heading for a 
rap, Laura. I find it hard to believe you could be mixed 
up in anything so foul—” his voice was thick and harsh 
with disgust. 

Laura raised her eyebrows airily and her smile was 
soft and warm, 

“You’re mixed up in it too, darlmg. Louise is prepared 
to go on the witness stand at your trial and swear that 
you performed an illegal operation on her, from which 
she almost died,” she told him gently. 

Steve felt as though he had been kicked in the stomach. 
He could only look at Laura, wondering how he could 
have thought her beautiful. It sickened him to t h i n k 
that with her he had once enjoyed an hour of forbidden 
rapture. 

Laura’s color rose slightly at the loathing in his eyes. 
She sat up, stiffening, her head held arrogantly high, her 
eyes cold as the wind that rattled the shutters. 

“So you see, Steve, you might just as well play along 
nicely, and take your half of the profits. 1 can assure 
you that the amount the place takes in, both from looking 
after the mothers and from the adoption part, would 
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stagger you,” she told him coldly. “Anna won’t be coming 
back; Pve decided that she’s too dangerous to have around. 
But you and I, Steve—what a team we’ll make!” 

There was a breathless eagerness in her voice. She 
rushed on. 

“And think what you could do for your family, Steve! 
That cheap, ridiculous fur coat you gave Susie—it could 
be a mink! The house could be done over—better still, 
you could move into something really nice, out in the 
Pace’s Ferry Road section—the children’s future would 
be assured—” 

“And their father could confidently expect that at any 
minute the long and very heavy arm of the law would 
fall on him and drag him off to a ten-to-twenty year rap 
in the penitentiary. Thanks, Laura—that’s not for me!” 
he told her savagely and caught up his hat and coat. 

“So you are determined to turn me in? Throw me to 
the wolves?” she asked quietly, and there was not the 
faintest touch of disturbance in her voice. She seemed no 
more than idly amused. 

“Much as I hate to do it, Laura—^you know I have 
to,” he told her. 

“Knowing that the minute I’m arrested, I’ll implicate 
you, with Louise to swear that it was you who did the 
illegal surgery? That’s a pretty u^y charge, darling. You 
know what it would mean to Susie and the boys, don’t 
you? And you’re not fool enough to think you could beat 
the rap—with Louise identifying you positively.” 

“Which would mean her own reputation would be ruined 
in the process—” 

Laura tipped back her pretty head and laughed as 
though that were the best joke in the world. 

“Louise’s reputation? Darling, she lost that when she 
was about fourteeni Louise is a cheap little floozie who 
was fool enough to let herself get pregnant, because she 
thought that way she could force her current boy friend 
to marry her. But he enlisted in the army and was deep 
in Korea before she even knew that he wasn’t just away 
on one of his semi-annual business trips. She was furious, 
of course, because her condition, as soon as it became 
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obvious, cut down her earning capacity. She came to me, 
and I had an application for a healthy boy-baby, and I 
took her in. Then Anna muSed the delivery and the baby 
died. And Louise damned near did, too. I simply c^’t 
afford to lose babies that way. The market is booming—” 

Steve spoke a single word, an unprintable word that 
made Laura stop speaking. The color went out of her face 
and her eyes grew diamond-bright and as cold. 

“NeverAeless, whatever I am, Steve—and I deny noth- 
ing!—you are going to help me. Or Louise and I will ruin 
you for all time to come!” she told him. “As a matter 
of fact, much as I’d like to have you as my partner, 
and knowing how much money we could drag down, I 
think I am a sufficiently poor business woman to hqpe 
that you do t^ to turn me in. It would be real fun for 
me to get on the witness stand and allow myself, imder 
cross-examination, to admit with tearful reluctance that 
the reason I left your employ so precipitately was be¬ 
cause 1 had discovered that you were performing illegal 
operations and my high ethics as a nurse would not 
permit me to countenance such horrible deeds.” 

He bad been listening to her incredulously. His face 
had whitened until his jaw was tight and hard, but not 
once did he try to interrupt. There was a taut silence 
when she had finished, and then she made a small gesture 
with one soft, white hand. 

“And then, too,” she said slowly, “I think I’d get 
a real kick out of telling Susie about our stolen ni^t 
together. That homely pudding-face of hers ought to be 
something to watch —■’ 

Before he could check his fury, his hand had gone 
out and he had slapped her hard across the cheek. 

“You—” The filthy epithet thickened his voice. 

Laura looked up at him and now all pretense of 
mockery was gone. 

“Let’s stop slashing at each other with insults, Steve, 
and get right down to brass tacks, shall we? Ann Smith 
is past the age for easy child-bearing; she has laced 
herself into a tight corset in the hope of concealing her 
condition as long as she could, and you and 1 both know 
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how much more dangerous that makes her condition. Only 
a thoroughly competent and able man who has had your 
experience in obstetrics can hope to save her—and the 
baby. And you’re going to do it, no matter what I have 
to do to force you!” 

He was shaken in spite of himself, but he managed, 
“I suppose you have a fine home all fixed up for the baby 
—at a handsome fee.” 

“Believe it or not, Ann intends to keep the baby— 

“Yet she risks her life—and the life of the baby—by 
sneaking into a place Like this in order to keep her 
secret?” 

“She will adopt the baby, of course, on a trip out west 
or down to Florida. She is a wealthy woman of a prom¬ 
inent, socially distinguished family. She wants the baby 
and she can pve it every advantage, once it is safely 
bom,” she told him sharply. 

Suddenly she was on her feet, all warmth and gentle¬ 
ness, coaxing, pleading. 

“Steve, forget for a moment that you had yourself 
that night with me—and remember only that you are a 
doctor and that this woman needs you as few of your 
patients have ever needed you. Be big enough, just once 
in your life, Steve, if you never are again, to do some¬ 
thing fine and beautiful and real, even if it isn’t exactly 
within the bounds of your narrow-minded, self-righteous 
profession. Give her a break, Steve. She’s been through 
hell. She deserves the best you can give her. Forget about 
me and Susie and everything but ‘Ann Smith’ and her 
chUd. It has a right to live, Steve; it didn’t ask to be 
bom into this kind of a mess, but it has a right to come 
into the world safely, protected by all the skill you can 
exert—please, Steve!” 

Grindy, after a moment, he nodded, and went back to 
the room where Ann Smith had gained a brief respite 
from the agonized suffering, and he stood for a moment 
looking down at her face, blue-white, wet with the cold 
sweat of her anguish. She looked delicately bred, a woman 
of culture and refinement. His heart was wrung with angry 
pity. You’d expect a woman of this sort to have enough 
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intelligence to keep herself free from such a mess—but 
sex is no respecter of persons, as he had good cause to 
know. And when at last he left the cottage, it was with 
the promise that he would return when Laura called to 
tell him that the ordeal of labor had begun. Meanwhile, 
there were small things that her tr aining and her profes* 
sional skill could provide for the woman’s temporary ease. 

Laura stood beside the window in the intense darkness 
of the hour just before dawn, and saw the lights of Steve’s 
car fade away beyond the curve in the road. And when 
she dropped the curtain and turned back into the room, 
her lovely face was white, and there was a look of un¬ 
easiness very close to panic in her eyes. 



11. False Witness 


T jAttRA LOOKED IN ON THE SO- 
called Ann in the morning, saw that she seemed to be 
sleeping quietly, and with a huge sigh of relief, went along 
to the bathroom where she took a shower. She had had 
no sleep for twenty-four hours and she was exhausted. 
She had no intention of going to sleep when she dropped 
down across one of the beds in a back room. But exhaus¬ 
tion, the relaxing of her too-taut nerves by the warm 
shower, conspired against her. She fell asleep almost 
instantly. 

When she awoke, the late, watery sunshine of mid- 
aftemoon was spilling through the windows and she 
sprang up, alert and worried. Wearing nothing but her 
terry towel bathrobe and heelless scuffs, she hurried in 
to Ann—and her heart rose smotheringly in her breast. 
For a moment she swayed and had to cling to the door 
frame to keep from falling. Because she had seen death 
too often in her professional career to have the slightest 
doubt, even from where she stood, that Ann was dead. 

She gave a small, low moan deep in her throat. She 
fought down the panic within her and forced herself to 
go to the bed. She stood looking down at the calm white 
face with its bluish shadows. Without hope, she touched 
the already cool wrists, laid her hand across the full white 
breast beneath which there was no throb of life. 

The woman was dead! 

Ctace more the black edge of panic touched her; but 
A gain she fought it down. From the very first moment when 
she and Dr. Harmon had set out on this devious, danger¬ 
ous business, she had realized quite coldly that some day 
this could happen, and had prepared herself for it 

She moved swiftly, purposefully. 
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She dressed in a nondescript dark suit, tied a scarf 
over her hair that concealed every s hining strand. Without 
make-up, she looked older and her present pallor added 
to her plaiimess. There were glasses, too, black-rimmed, 
cheap, as nondescript as her suit. 

Without a backward ^ance at the woman, she hurried 
out into the bitter cold of the morning, shivering in the 
thin suit, her large handbag held tightly beneath her arm. 
There was a shabby, mud-stained coupe in the garage and 
she got into it, swearing savagely as the motor, cold now, 
whirred for a moment or two before it caught. And then 
she backed the car into the road and turned it towards 
town. 

She chose a parking lot near a neighborhood shopping 
center, where the car was lost amid a welter of inexpensive 
cars whose housewife drivers were shopping in the neigh¬ 
borhood. 

She took a bus into the heart of town, and alighted 
in front of a huge department store. Then she hurried 
a block north to the railroad station. She mixed with 
the group of a dozen or more who were in front of the 
ticket-window and bought a ticket to Savannah. A train 
would be leaving in fifteen minutes. 

She waited five minutes and then she dialed Steve's 
office, and when she heard his voice, tired and impatient, 
she had no difficulty in throwing into her voice all the 
terror and the panic that had been dogging her for the 
last hour. 

“Steve, you must come immediately—diere isn’t a 
moment to spare. She’s—^I’m terribly fri^tened, Steve—’* 
her voice broke. 

“I’ll leave immediately,” said Steve and his voice was 
harsh. 

Laura permitted herself a very small smile, and watched 
the clock. She waited until only two minutes remained 
before train time, and the calls were already being made 
over the loudspe^er and people were be ginning to move 
towards the stairs that led down to train level. And then 
she dropped another coin into the telephone, and dialed 
police headquarters. 
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When she heard the bored voice on the other end of 
the wire, she rushed into speech, keeping her voice high 
and slightly nasal, touched with excitement. 

“Look,” she said, “I kinda think you folks ought to 
know about some funny goin’s on at a bungalow out 
on Lawson Road. All of us that live out along there 
have been wonderin’ about things—I live two miles 
beyond and I been sellin’ butter and eggs to ’em. Well, 
just now when I come to deliver their stuff, they wasn’t 
nobody home but the door was unlocked and I jest went 
on in to the kitchen to put the stuff on the table—and 
they’s a dead woman out there!” 

“Who are you?” demanded the officer and his voice 
was no longer bored. 

“My name’s Smith—Mis* Ann Smith.” Her mouth 
curved in an unlovely grin. 

“You out there now?” 

“I sure am—” 

“O.K., wait there—we’ll send somebody out—^how do 
we get there?” 

She gave him the directions, saw the gate about to 
close above the stairs to the train and slipped the receiver 
into place and went r unning across the station to the stairs, 
and down to where a porter was waiting to help her on 
the train. There was a smile of malicious pleasure on her 
lips as she settled herself breathlessly in her seat, still 
clutching the big, unfashionable but capacious bag close 
in her arms. ... 

Steve took advantage of his privilege as a doctor on an 
emergency call to make the trip as swiftly as he dared. 
Yet it seemed to him that he was merely crawling and 
that hours had elapsed since that frantic call from Laura. 

He sprang from the car beside the shabby bungalow 
and ran across the drive and into the house. Me stopped 
for an instant, because there was something curiously 
ominous about the utter silence of the place. Where was 
Laura? 

He went swiftly to the room where “Ann Smith” lay— 
and, like Laura, he knew death when he saw it. He stood 
stock-still, feeling as though he had been bludgeoned. He 
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had realized the night before that her condition was 
critical, but had hoped against hope that she would manage 
to cling to life. He went through all the motions of 
determining that she was really dead even though his 
first glimpse of her had told him that she was. 

He was so dazed, so shaken by the reality of her 
death that he did not hear a car drive up, nor the steps 
of men crossing the narrow verandah. He turned his 
head as the outer door swung open and called out shari^y, 
“Laura—is that you?” 

And then the doorway was practically filled by a 
large, beefy-looking man whose “plain clothes” shrieked 
“cop” as loudly as did the familiar blue uniforms of the 
two men who stood behind him. They were staring into 
the room, looking swiftly from Steve to the stiU, blue- 
white corpse against the pillows, taking in the familiar 
black bag that proclamed Steve’s profession. 

“What—?” Steve had to moisten his lips before he 
could go on with the idiotic question, “What are you doing 
here?” 

“We had a call from a woman in the neighborhood who 
reported there was a dead woman here,” said the big 
man, and came on into the room, looking at Steve 
curiously. “I suppose she called you, too. Or is the woman 
a patient of yours? Was, I mean—I take it she’s dead.” 

“Oh, yes, she’s dead,” said Steve tautly. “I was called 
in to treat her last night. I knew she was in a bad way. 
But was unable to get her to a hospital—” 

“Sure,” nodded the big man, and flashed his credentials 
at Steve and said pleasantly, “I’m Iordan, Homicide.” 

“I’m Dr. Prescott,” said Steve. 

The two men who had loomed behind Jordan had faded 
quietly away and Steve heard them going through the 
house, and waited tensely. Where was Laura? The thought 
kept plucking at his mind, which was in such a turmoil 
now tiiat he was not quite certain what he was saying. 

“What was the patient’s trouble?” asked Jordan, and 
then looked at the ungainly middle of the thin body and 
said awkwardly, “Maternity, eh, Doctor? Something went 
wrong?” 
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—^yeSj” said Steve and forced himself to speak 
quietly, as nearly matter-of-fact as his mental turmoil 
would allow, “She was past the age for easy childbirth. 
She had tried to disguise her condition by lacing herself 
tightly, to a point where it became very dangerous. I 
don’t think she has had medical attention—until re¬ 
cently—” 

“Cards stacked against her, eh? Hell of a note—where’s 
her husband?” asked Jordan almost innocently. 

“I don’t imagine she had one,” Steve told him grimly. 

“Oh, one of thc^e, eh? Poor dame,” said Jordan. To 
Steve it seemed obscene that they should stand here over 
this woman who had given her life to protect her pathetic 
secret, while they discussed that secret in the most brutal 
possible fashion. 

One of the blue-uniformed men appeared unobtrusively 
in the doorway and cleared his throat. 

“Like to show you something, Lieutenant,” he said, 
obviously trying to conceal his rising emtement, 

Jordan glanced at him, and then back at Steve and 
suddenly the friendly dark eyes had become hard and 
cold, as he nodded and went out of the room behind 
the uniformed oflScer, 

Steve knew, of course, what they had found; the small, 
compact but amazingly efficient and well-equipped delivery 
room; the two rooms fitted up as wards; and God alone 
knew what else! 

He went into the living room, having drawn the sheet 
neatly up over the cadaver’s still face, and let himself 
down into the chair where last night Laura had sat, so 
composed, so savage, so sure that he would help her. 
Again the thought came, plaguing, worrying: Where was 
Laura? 

He didn’t know how long he had been there when 
Jordan came back, and stood looking at him, cold-eyed, 
grim. 

“Better start talking, I>oc,” he said after a long moment 
of silent scrutiny. 

Steve made a small gesture of defeat with the hand 
that held his cigarette. 
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“You*ve found the delivery room, of course, the nursery, 
the two wards—there’s not much for me to do but admit 
the place is a private maternity home, is there?” he asked 
griinly. 

“Private—and unlicensed,” Jordan pointed out. “D’you 
know, Doc, I’ve got a hunch we’ve trapped one of the 
sources for that illegal adoption racket the newspapers 
like to call the black market in babies—^you know that?” 

Steve sat very still for a long moment, but realized 
that he dared not attempt to evade or deny what Jordan 
said. 

“I’m afraid you have. Lieutenant.” 

“Afraid is the ri^t word. Doc—afraid you’re going 
to have to do a hell of a lot of talking before you’re 
out of this,” said Jordan grMy. “Who runs this joint? 
Or am I being stupid? Finding you here with the dead 
body of a patient sounds kind of like you might have 
mote than a passing interest in it.” 

“I never entered this place in my life until last night,” 
Steve told him, and saw disbelief in the man’s eyes, but 
went doggedly on. “A former office nurse of mine called 
me at around midnight last night and said she was on a 
private-duty case. She said the patient bad had a bad 
turn, and her own doctor was out of town. My former 
nurse put the matter so urgently, that I came out” 

Jordan nodded, obviously not quite willing to accept 
so simple an explanation yet playing it cautiously. 

“But you must have tumbled to what was going on. 
Doc. You couldn’t have missed it, I’ve heard about you, 
Dr. Prescott. You do a lot of charity work—have a fine 
reputation. How come you didn’t turn the joint in, the 
min ute you saw the set-up?” he asked, polite but firm, 
and still obviously not quite sure whether he could accept 
Steve’s explanation or not. 

Steve hesitated a long time. Then he said harshly, “I’m 
afraid I can’t answer that, at the moment.” 

“Can’t talk until you have your mouthpiece on hand? 
That’s your privilege, of course, Doc—^but it doesn’t look 
too good, for you!” Jordan pointed out grimly. “If you’re 
on the level, then you ou^t to be just as anxious to 
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clean up these dumps as we are. We’ve had fine coopera¬ 
tion from most of the doctors who come in contact with 
this messy business.” 

Steve did not answer. When they found Laura^— 
where was Laura? 

Another car had arrived and the door opened and 
there was a murmur of voices and then the police-surgeon, 
a man Steve had known for some timej came in. 

”Hell, Prescott—you’re not the fellow who’s^—” 
Cooper, startled, broke off and glanced at Jordan. 

Jordan gestured towards the room where *‘Ann Smith” 
lay, and Cooper, puzzled and uneasy, went through the 
door and silence fell upon Iordan and Steve. 

It seemed to Steve, caught up in a dazed feeling that 
this was all some sort of evil nightmare, that hours passed 
before Cooper came back. He nodded to Jordan, glanced 
at Steve still in angry bewilderment and went out. 

Two white-coated men came in, passed into the room 
where “Ann Smith” lay, carrying a wicker basket between 
them. When they, too, had gone, a uniformed officer 
came to Jordan, bent low and whispered in his ear. Jordan 
nodded and the man went away. 

“This former office-nurse of yours. Doc, that you say 
runs this place^—any idea where she might be found?” 
he asked almost casually. “She doesn’t seem to be around.” 

“Oh, but—she wouldn’t leave—” Steve cut short the 
startled protest at the look in Jordan’s eyes. 

“She seems to have done just that—like a bat out 
of heU,” said Jordan grimly, “Must have found the patient 
dead, given you a ring and then, for good measure, called 
us—” 

“But I thought you said your call came from a woman 
living in the neighborhood,” Steve protested. 

“Speaking from a pay station, somewhere, in a voice 
that sounded faked—” Jordan stood up and shrugged into 
his overcoat. “Any idea where she might go?” 

“She has an apartment at the Towers,” said Steve 
reluctantly. 

“Suppose we drop in on her, Doc,” suggested Jordan 
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in a tone that for all its formality indicated it would be 
very wise indeed for Steve to agree. 

Outside in the swift-gathering early dusk, beaten by a 
chill wind that had the bite of ice in it, Jo^an spoke to 
the two uniformed men in the prowl-car and came over 
to Steve. 

“You'd better drive, since it’s your boat, Doc,” he 
said as he got into the car, “The boys will follow.” 

Steve drove wordlessly, scarcely listenmg to Jordan’s 
casually matter-of-fact conversation that had nothing to 
do with the black horror which had so suddenly erupted 
about Steve's head. When they reached the apartment 
house, Steve parked m the lot beside the building and 
he and Jordan walked together into the lobby. Out of 
the comer of his eye, Steve saw the prowl-car beside his 
own, and the two uniformed men station themselves where 
they could keep an eye on the entrance. 

He and Jordan crossed the lobby to the elevator and 
Steve asked the operator, “Miss Weston in?” 

The operator looked startled, 

“Miss Weston moved out. Doctor—two-three weeks ago. 
Her apartment has been sub-let,” he answered, surprised 
that Laura's employer would not know that 

Jordan eyed Steve for a long moment, his face hard, 
his eyes cold, and then he gestured to a seat beside a pot 
of growing plants and said curtly, “Suppose you wait here, 
Doc. m have words with die manager.” 

Steve sat down and for a moment covered Ms face with 
his hands. He was so desperately tired; his mind was so 
dazed that there was room in his conscious thoughts only 
for Susie and the boys. And his very insides went cold 
at the realization of what he had done to them. 

He had no notion of how long Jordan had been gone, 
but at last he was coming back across the lobby, moving 
with long, purposeful strides, and as he stood above Steve, 
his hands sunk deeply into Ms pockets, Ms eyes were 
grim. 

“The Weston gal sub-let her apartment almost a month 
ago and sent her belongings to storage,” he announced. 
“Said she had a job out of town and would send for the 
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things later. Still want to tell me she was numing that 
joint out there?” 

“So far as I know—” Steve began sti£9y, but the look 
in Jordan’s eyes silenced him and his jaw grew hard and 
taut. 

“l.et’s take a little ride downtown, Doc. A couple of 
fellows at Headquarters would like to hear your stORf,” 
suggested Jordan dryly. He turned and strode across the 
lobby and out into the bitter night, Steve meekly following. 

At Headquarters, Steve told his story evenly, quietly, 
knowing there was no thing else to be done. And when he 
had finished, the man from the District Attorney’s office, 
seated at the desk beside the Captain of the Homicide 
Squad, asked questions. Steve answered them and saw the 
coloriess secretary take down his answers in black and 
white, and knew that his professional career was doomed. 
Laura had vanished. He was left bolding the bag and that 
was that. 

When the ordeal was over, the man from the District 
Attorney’s office consulted with the Captain of the Homi¬ 
cide Squad for a moment in low tones, and then turned 
to Steve. 

“That will be all for now, Dr. Prescott,” he said 
formally. 

Steve was startled. 

“You are not placing me under arrest?” he asked. 

“Not at the moment,” said the attorney cautiously. “We 
are releasing you under your own recognizance. Naturally, 
we will expect you to hold yourself in readiness to—er— 
render any possible assistance in clearing things up and 
locating this—former nurse. I don't think there is any 
danger of your leaving town suddenly, is there. Dr. 
Prescott?” 

“Hardly,” said Steve through his teeth and could not 
meet the eyes of these men who were tacitly certain that 
he had been mixed up in what was surely one of the foulest 
businesses in which any doctor could have a hand. He 
walked out, forcing himself to hold his head erect despite 
the inclination to slink out like a kicked cur with its tail 
between its legs. 



12. The FaU Guy 

He did not go home until he 
was quite sure that the boys had been put to bed. Facing 
Susie was the hardest thing he had ever had to do in his 
life. He had sat for hours in his office, the door locked, 
the lights out, his numbed min d trying to pull itself to- I 
gether to face all the ugly consequences that were like an I 
evil doud about him. And all of it had sprung from an 
hour of illicit pleasure in Laura Weston’s bedi That had 
been the first tentacle of the web she had woven so dosely, 
so snugly about him. That woman she had presented as 
her sister; then the offer of her body and his fallin g for the 
lure, baited with the oldest, surest bait in the world- 
forbidden sex! 

He drove home at last and put the car in the garage. 
There were lights in the living room but the bedrooms 
and kitchen showed only darkness. Even after he had 
garaged the car and switched off the motor, he sat for a 
little before he could gather the courage to go into the I 
bouse. When he went up the steps of the back entrance, 
lights flashed in the kitchen, and the door swung open 
and Susie stood there, waiting for him. I 

Susie, so sweet and good, so adoring—so unquestioning 
in her loyalty—suddenly he had caught her close in his 
arms, because he could not endure the radiance in her 
Jj loving face. 

, ‘darling, you’re scandalously late," she protested 
lovingly. “I do hope you had a good hot dinner^—or am | 
i'l ] leiog silly to think you'd remember anything like food 
*^‘^60 a patient needs you?" i 

For a moment he held her close, resting bis worn and 1 
weary spirit in the blessedness of her unquesdoning faith 
and adoration. And Susie clung to him radiantly, and stood 
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on tiptoe to kiss him, and said eagerly, “I’ll get you some¬ 
thing to eat—” 

“No, darling, I couldn’t eat. I’m not hungry. I have— 
something—^pretty terrible to tell you," said Steve knowing 
that the moment could not be put off; knowing that it 
must be now and here; because he could not be sure of 
what moment a warrant would be sworn out for his arrest 
Especially if they did not find Laura. . , . 

“Honey, what is it? Steve darling—^nothing can be so 
terrible while we have each other. Don’t look like that!” 
she cried out wildly as she saw his face clearly for the first 
time since he had come into the kitchen. 

“Susie, what is the very worst thing you can possibly 
think could happen to us?” It was not the question he had 
meant to ask; it had slipped out of his tormented mind. 

“That you’d stop loving me,” she told him instantly. 

“Then you’ve nothing to worry about because I’ll never 
stop loving you as long as I live. But you might easily stop 
loving me when I have finished what I have to say," he said 
humbly. 

“And pigs mi^t fly, and prices might come down and 
the Russians might get tired of making war^—only 1 don’t 
think it’s very likely, do you?” said Susie sturdy, and 
drew him into the living room and pushed him down into 
his favorite chair. She perched on his knee, an arm about 
bis shoulder. 

“Poor lamb!” she crooned as though he had been Bill 
with a bumped head or a cut finger, and for a moment he 
relaxed in ^e blessed warmth of her love. But at last he 
knew that he could not delay any longer, and so he looked 
at her, forcing a grimace that was a very unsuccessful 
smile. 

“Well, here goes,” he said. Beginning with the ni^t 
Laura had called to ask him to see her “sister,” Steve 
told Susie the whole ugly story, sparing himself nothing. 
As he spoke, he felt her arm relax about his shoulder 
and by the time he had finished she had gone to perch 
on the edge of a chair across from him, and his heart 
quailed at the knowledge that she could no longer endure 
^e touch of him. 
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She waited, her face growing whiter and winter, until 
the gay little parade of fmkles across her pert nose stood 
out against that pallor. Her eyes had the sick, frightened 
look he had seen in the eyes of small animals caught in 
cruel, steel-jawed traps. 

He finished at last and leaned back, exhausted. He knew 
that she could not possibly forgive him, that as soon as 
her trembling knees could support her, she would rise and 
walk up the stairs and out of his hfe, taking with her 
the two small boys that he loved only a little less than 
he loved her. 

He waited for her to speak. And he would not wait 
before the bar of justice, which he felt sure he would 
eventually reach, with more anxiety, more bitter, sickening 
suspense than he waited for the verdict from this taut, 
white-faced woman. 

“And so you were—her lover,” she smd at last in a 
small, strangled voice and it was obvious that she had 
for the moment brushed all the rest of his ugly story from 
her mind. “Wien, Steve?” 

He told her, and he saw her eyes grow intent for a mo* 
ment before she drew a small, ^aken sigh. 

“Before we started Little Sister,” she breathed at last 
and there was a note of relief in her voice that made him 
look at her sharply. And Susie nodded, answering the ques¬ 
tion before he could put it into words, “Oh, yes, we’ve 
started—Little Sister. I’ve known it for two or three days. 
I was p lanning a sort of special aimouncement party—” 
her voice broke and for a moment her face was hidden 
in her hands. 

“Susie—darling, darling Susie—” his voice was thick 
and broken. 

She flung up her head and looked at him, her face 
streaked with tears, her eyes holding his. 

“I—^just have to know—one thing,” she told him husk* 
ily. 

“I had nothing to do with the nursing home, nor the 
babies—” he began swiftly, but her little almost con¬ 
temptuous gesture silenced him. 

“Oh, of course, I know that!” she dismissed it as of the 
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very smallest importance. “What I have to know is—did 
you enjoy it?” 

His illicit hour of passion with Laura had dropped out 
of his mind, because it seemed so absurdly unimportant 
compared to the other charges which could be leveled 
against him- For a moment, be was almost puzzled by her 
question. 

“Enjoy it?” he repeated stupidly. 

Her face was twisted with a convulsive pain, and her 
tongue touched her dry, pallid lips before she could get 
die words out to answer him, 

‘T5id you enjoy—sleeping with Laura?” she seemed to 
spit the words out. “Thou^ that’s a silly way to express 
it I’m sure you didn’t do any sleeping. But was it fun, 
making love to her?” 

There was such bitter pain, such savage jealousy in 
her voice, that it was almost weirdly funny, Steve told 
himself, badly shaken. 

“If you lie to me, Steve, TU never forgive you. Was it 
fun? Did you—^like it?” her small, taut voice flung the 
words at him like tiny, savage blows. 

Steve said thinly, “I’m a man, Susie. She’s—a beautiful 
and aUuring woman— 

Susie sto^ up, trembling so that she put out her hand 
and clung to the back of her chair, facing him with her 
small face so taut that it could have been carved of stone. 

“And being a man, you loved it. You must have foimd 
me very inadequate after her—” she spat at him. 

“Susie, you are my wife—adore you—” 

“So much that you get a terrific kick out of loving an¬ 
other woman any time she takes ’em off for you! And 
I bet a lot of them do!” she flung at him. 

The words would have been merely mildly vulgar, to be 
dismissed without thought; coming from Susie, with her 
honest, straightforward clean young mind they were down¬ 
right shocldng. 

“Susie dearest—you know that isn’t true,” Steve told 
her swiftly, “I have never touched another woman since 
the day I met you. Except Laura. And the minute it was 
over I hated her.” 
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*T don’t believe you—I don’t believe you—” Susie’s 
wail was like that of a grief-stricken chUd as she turned 
blindly towards the stairs. So blindly that before she had 
gone three steps she stumbled, and Steve caught her and 
held her close. 

For a moment she fought him furiously, hysteria 
clogging her throat, her small clenched fists beating against 
his breast. But the fight lasted not more than a moment 
and then her arms slid about him and she hid her face 
against him and wept out her grief and her shock against 
his shoulder, 

Steve drew her down into his lap and cradled her close 
against him, and let her tears flow to the finish. And at 
last when she had regained some measure of control 
and had wiped her eyes and blown her nose as vigorously 
as Bill might have done, she looked up at him, white and 
worn, with the small smile he so dearly loved trembling 
about her mouth. 

“What happens next?” she asked huskily. 

Steve hesitated but be owed her nothing less than the 
truth. 

“I’m afraid it’s going to be pretty bad,” he admitted 
humbly. “Unless Laura is found—and can be persuaded 
to tell the truth.” 

“She won’t be found,” said Susie with savage emphasis. 
“So just don’t count on it. What happens without her?" 

“I don’t quite know,” he admitted honestly, ‘The fact 
that I was found, alone, with ‘Ann Smith’—that the place 
was unlicensed, secretive—we might as well face it. One 
to five years in prison is the best I can hope for.” 

He felt her small body go ri^d with shock, and her face 
that could go no paler, stiffened incredulously. She was 
unwilling to believe Mm. 

“Prison?” she gasped. “You? Oh, my darling—no!” 

His arms held her closely and his face was gray and 
damp with sweat. 

“In which case,” he went on harshly, “I will, of course, 
be dropped from the medical list, my license revoked. I 
will be denied the privilege of practicing my precession 
anywhere in the country.” 
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She was so shocked, so appalled that words were denied 
her, and after a moment Steve went on grimly, “If—the 
worst happens, you and the boys will be provided for. 
Sell the place here; 1 might be able to dispose of my 
practice for a few hundreds—that will be all it’s worth 
when this is over. You can go down to your father’s farm 
and—well, I’m afraid that’s it.” 

“But, Steve—surely nobody can believe that you had 
anything tp do with such a loathsome business—not you, 
Steve. After aihjxip are not a stranger here. Surely people 
at the bospfiall—jfour patients—other doctors—" 

“Mosttki^ 'tth^ would not even raise a finger in my 
defense, onlass’ lUitra can be found—” Steve told her 
grimly. “After all,' 'iiimi Smith’ is dead—and I attended 
her—anld was found beside her in the house—alone with 
her. Laura had been gone from the apartment for almost 
a month, claiming she was going North to work; there is 
only my own unsupported word that Laura was ever mixed 
up in the business at all—so—^you see?" 

“1 see," said Susie huskily and for a moment they were 
both silent, appalled by the blackness aU about them. “I 
see that you’re in a terrible jam, and we’ve got to do some¬ 
thing pretty smart to prove you are innocent—" 

“Strictly speaking, Susie darling, I’m not," he reminded 
her. “I did attend the g^l, Louise; I also attended ‘Ann 
Smith.’ There was ample time after I left the place last 
night for me to report it to the authorities, as any reputable 
physician would have done.” 

“Don’t you dare indicate that you are not a reputable 
physician,” she fiashed hotly. “I’ll scratch the eyes out of 
anybody who dares suggest it—’’ her voice ^ed, and she 
sat up and looked at him curiously. “Why didn’t you report 
it last night, darling?” 

“Because Laura threatened, if I did, to take the witness 
stand and swear that she and I had been—lovers—” he 
admitted quite honestly. “I couldn’t let her do that." 

Her eyes were warm and lender and she bent her head 
and kissed him warmly. 

“No, of course you couldn’t, because of the boys—’* 

“Because 1 was foel enough to think I could keep you 
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from knowing—” he told her huskily, and held her close. 

After a moment, her cheek pressed hard against his, she 
spoke soothingly as she would have spoken to one of the 
children. 

“Don’t you worry, darling,” she said softly. “We’ll see 
it through together and it won’t be so bad—you wait and 
see.” 

And despite his deep conviction that it was going to be 
very bad indeed he allowed hims elf for a blessed moment 
to rest in the secure knowledge of her love. But the bitter¬ 
ness of realMng how little he deserved that unquesdooing 
devotion tore at his heart. 



13. Post Mortem 


The morning papers carried the 
story, of course. Cautious, insiDuating, rather than bold. 
Dr. Steven Prescott’s name was given considerable public¬ 
ity, but as yet there was nothing definitely known against 
him, save that he had been found with the dead woman— 
whom the papers, of coune, were calling “the mystery 
woman”—and that she had died in childbirth. Certainly 
it was not the kind of publicity that aids a reputable 
doctor’s career and Steve went to his office, tight-lipped 
and braced for any unpleasant eventuality. 

Jane Middleton watched him anxiously as he took off 
his overcoat and hung it up, and when he had seated him¬ 
self behind his desk, she put her uneasiness into awkward 
words. 

“I saw the papers this morning, Dr. Prescott,” she said 
formally. 

“You could scarcely miss them, nurse.” 

“It’s a terrible story, Dr. Prescott, but of course I know 
you are not guilty of anything—well, of anything unbe¬ 
coming to a man of your profession.” 

“Thanks, nurse. That’s very kind of you,” said Steve. 

She hesitated and then she turned to the door, but with 
her hand on the door-knob his voice stopped her. 

“If you’d like to—resign your position, nurse—” 

She turned swiftly and her plain, kind middle-aged face 
was flushed. 

“Unless you’d like me to,” she told him evenly, “I’ll 
stick.” 

“Thanks. We’ll leave it at that then.” 

She nodded and went out. 

There were three cancellations of appointments that 
morning: maternity cases, Steve noticed and his mouth 
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was a thin, wry line. Still you couldn’t blame women who 
were approaching such an ordeal for wishing to be sure 
the attending physician was a man of the highest and 
most unimpeachable integrity. He made Ms usual rounds, 
and at the hospital he was aware of covert glances, of 
voices that dropped into guilty silence as he came In 
sight; but it was, of course, only what he had braced 
himself to face, though there was great bitterness within 
him. 

When he came back to the office for his three~to-five 
o’clock appointments, Jordan was waiting for Mm. Steve 
merely nodded and held the door of Ms private office 
open for him, while the two or three patients who waited 
watched them curiously. 

“Got some news for you. Doc, that won’t be in the 
papers until in the morning,’’ said Jordan casually as 
he seated himself in the patient’s chair. “The ‘mystery 
woman’ has been identified and the body claimed." 

“Oh?” said Steve and waited tautly, 

“Name’s Qaiie Lafferty—that name mean anything 
to you?’’ 

“I’m afraid not” 

“Very prominent family, very wealthy—the backbone 
of a small town in the southern part of the state,” Jordan 
told him. “The LaSertys lived there for generations. Own 
the pulp mill, textile factory, the bank—just about the 
whole works. Claire was the spinster bead of the family.” 

“Spinster?” Steve repeated. 

Jordan grinned wryly. 

“One of those,” he agreed. “Never cared for men; 
never had a beau; seemed wrapped up in looking after 
the younger members of the family, all married now and 
absorbed in one or another of the family’s enterprises. 
Claire lived alone in the old family home—alone except 
for the usual servants, that is. Nobody ever saw her out 
with a man, nobody would have believed that she could 
get herself into a mess like tMs.” 

“That explains her efforts to conceal her condition, 
of course,” said Steve slowly. 

“Sure,” said Jordan. “One of her nephews very re- 
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luctantly admitted that about a year ago she hired a 
chauffeur—a young, good-looking fellow who had worked 
at a local filling station.” 

“The family, then, believes that she fell for the chauf¬ 
feur?” 

“It’s the only way they can explain her being pregnant,” 
said Jordan. 

“Where is the chauffeur?” 

“In the army—he was drafted and the draft board recalls 
that she made quite a pitch to get him deferred but diey 
stood up against her.” Jordan shrugged and seemed to feel 
the subject had been exhausted. “We got an order this 
morning and searched the Weston woman’s belongings in 
storage. There were no records of any kind. That strike 
you as odd?” 

“Under the circumstances, yes. She could not possibly 
have conducted that place without keeping some kind of 
records,” said Steve. 

‘That’s what we thought,” said Jordan and there was 
an emphasis in his tone that Steve did not care for. “You 
wouldn’t have any idea where she would keep such 
records?” 

Steve’s jaw hardened. 

“Since I first knew of the existence of the place night 
before last. I’m afraid not,” he said. 

Jordan nodded, his eyes sharp and intent. 

“Cooper estimated the woman had been dead at least 
three hours when he got there,” he went on slowly. “Of 
course, that would have given the Weston woman ample 
time to bum whatever records she had. Think so?” 

“I think it’s quite likely,” Steve bad to admit. 

Jordan sat smoking silently for a moment, eyeing Steve 
thoughtfully. 

“We have uo way of knowing how long the place had 
been operating,” he pointed out. "Nor how many patients 
had been there. Nor whether they were patients who 
wanted—^illegal operations—or adoption homes for the 
kids.” 

Steve said grimly, “Laura told me that the children were 
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placed for adoption at sizable fees. ‘Ann Smitb’ intended 
to adopt her own, it seems.” 

Jordan nodded, his eyes narrowing a little. 

‘Then without the records, we’re up a stump,” he said 
grimly. “For nobody who ‘buys' a baby on the ‘black 
market’ is going to come forward and give evidence. If 
^e babies were taken over the state line, then that makes 
it a federal oSense and the F.B.I. comes into the case. If 
the babies were kept within the state—^which I think is 
damned unlikely—then it’s our pigeoiL What do you think, 
Doc?” 

‘‘I think,” said Steve grimly, "that we’ll never know until 
you find Laura.” 

Jordan nodded. 

“Shouldn’t be too hard to find a good-looker like her,” 
he said casually, but the look in his eyes was anything but 
casual. “We have a very good description of her. No pic¬ 
ture, unfortunately. Seems she was sort of allergic to 
photographers. We found her car, though.” 

Startled, Steve stiffened. 

Jordan nodded, 

“Parked in a super-market’s parking lot in a neighbor¬ 
hood not far from the apartment,” said Jordan. “Em¬ 
ployees noticed it last night at closing time, when nobody 
came to remove it It was stiU there this morning, so we 
hauled it in. Gave it a going-over—no dice. But it's her 
car. So she didn’t skip out driving her own car. That 
leaves us the bus stations, the railroad stations, and the 
airport. Any idea what direction she would follow?” 

“Not the slightest,” said Steve, and added reluctantly, 
"I have no idea whether it was the truth or not, but she 
told me that she and Dr. Anna Harmon were running the 
place between them, but that Harmon was on dope and 
liquor pretty heavily and had had to be ‘sent away’ for a 
cure.” 

Jordan nodded. 

“We checked that," he explained. "There is no trace of 
Harmon—though, of course, we have only checked the 
known and reputable sanitariums in the immediate neigh- 
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borhood. We are checking farther and farther—^but d’you 
know something. Doc? I’m beginning to wonder if the 
‘cure’ Harmon was given wasn’t a—^permanent one.” 

Steve sat perfectly still for a moment, shocked, appalled 
by the implication of Jordan’s statement. 

“You think Harmon is—dead?” he asked at last 

“Don’t you?” demanded Jordan almost sharply. 

Steve’s face was gray with shock. 

“But—surely—she could not have disposed of a body!” 

Jordan said grimly, “She was a registered none, you 
know. And must have learned quite a bit from this Har¬ 
mon—” he let the sentence trail off. “We are having the 
grounds around that joint out there dug up—the cellar and 
aU the rest of it. You never can tell, we might turn some¬ 
thing up.” 

Steve was sick at the evil thing that loomed ahead. He 
could not quite accept the picture of Laura as a steel- 
nerved murderess, coldly disposing of the body of her 
friend—yet. ... He shivered. 

Jordan stood up, crushing out his cigarette in the ash¬ 
tray on the desk, and said casually, “Be seein’ you around. 
Doc.” 

Steve watched the door close behind the other and sat 
for a long moment, making a terrific effort to pull him¬ 
self together before he signalled Jane Middleton to bring 
in the next patient.,.. 

Steve was arrested the following morning. He was at 
breakfast with Susie and the boys when the men arrived; 
sensing their intention, he met them in the living room, 
with the door to the dining room closed against the 
children’s voices—and ears. 

“We have a warrant for your arrest. Dr. Prescott,” said 
one of the men quietly, and displayed his badge. “Better 
pack a few things.” 

Steve nodded and found Susie beside him, white-faced 
but holding herself erect, her head hig^. 

“Steve?” she asked unsteadily, her voice filled with 
alarm. 
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“Yes, darling. Keep your ohin up—^we’U fight it 
through,” said Steve and turned towards the stairs. 

One of the arresting ofScers moved behind him . Steve 
shot him a swift, angry glance. The man only smiled 
faintly and made a sli^t gesture that indicated be was 
merely doing his job, and followed Steve up the stairs. 

Susie turned belligerently on the remaining man who 
looked uncomfortable before her blazing anger, 

‘This is the silliest, wickedest thing in the world," she 
flashed. “My husband is completely innocent. He’s—he’s 
—wonderful I He couldn’t possibly be mixed up in any¬ 
thing foul—’’ 

“He’ll be held as a material witness, Mrs. Prescott 
There won’t be any formal charges filed against him—at 
least not right away." the man tried to soothe her awk¬ 
wardly. 

“But even being arrested, held as a material witness— 
why, that’s awful for a man in his profession!” Susie’s 
voice stumbled and broke, and she set her teeth hard in 
her lower lip. 

“Believe me, Mrs. Prescott, I bate to do it— 

Steve and the other man came down the stsdrs, and 
Susie’s heart twisted to see the bag Steve carried. Not the 
small bag that was a symbol of his profession but a travel¬ 
ing bag. 

The dining room door burst open and the two little 
boys tumbled into the room, with Minnie following them, 
her dark skin wearing an ashen tinge. 

“Is Daddy goin’ fishin’?’’ demanded Bill “He said 
next time he went fishin’ we could go, too.” 

Susie caught her breath and for a moment turned from 
them. Steve bent over the boys, rumpling tbdr hair, grin¬ 
ning down at them. 

“Next time Daddy goes fishing you’re going, too. 
Daddy’s going away on Wsin^s. You two kids take care 
of Mommie, you hear?” he ordered, managing by some 
miracle to keep his voice deceptively gay in their ears. 

“Oh, sure, we’ll take care of Mommie,” said Junior im¬ 
portantly. 

“1 take care o* aU o’ dem. Mist’ Steve,” said Minnie 
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baishly. “You ain’t never done nothin’ wrong—better no¬ 
body try to tell me you is.” 

“Thanks, Minnie.” Steve’s voice was husky and he 
dared not try to speak to Susie. He only held her close 
and hard against him for a moment, and then he thrust his 
way past the two men and out into the cold gray morning. 






PART TWO 
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14. Making Her Way 

In a drab, dreary rooming- 
house near the railroad statioQ in Savannah, a woman with 
lank dark hair, a face that was innocent make-up, wear¬ 
ing a ncmdescript dark dress and iooking a million miles 
removed from the sleekly beautiful, smartly groomed 
Laura Weston, flung the newspaper away from her and 
stood up, walldng to the grimy window. She looked un- 
seeingly out at a painfully depressing view of scabrous 
brick walls and overflowing garbage cans. 

Her mouth was a thin ugly line and her eyes were 
narrowed until they were little more than slits. She stood 
for a moment, smoking, dra gging the smoke down deep 
into her limgs, and then letting it dribble out as thou^ 
quite unconscious what she was doing. She stubbed 
out the cigarette at last with a vicious twist and walked to 
the old-fashioned bureau and leaned close to the peeling 
mirror above it. 

Carefully, as though she had never seen the face that 
looked back at her, she leaned close and, her fingers lifting 
the dark, lank hair studied it for betraying signs of the 
gleaming gtflden radiance so successfuUy hidden beneath 
it 

She stepped back at last, satisfied that the job of dyeing 
she had done last night had been successful. Her mouth 
twisted wryly at the thought the hair-coloring fad that 
made it so easy for a woman, in just a few hours and un¬ 
aided, to change the color of her hair so completely. But 
she hated the effect—this drab plain woman who looked 
back at her. 

Merely by leaving off her expensive girdle that had con¬ 
trolled her voluptuous figure so enticingly, she seemed to 
have gained pounds; she winced at the Uttle roll of fat 
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aiouod her Mps, but knew it for an excellent disguise. In the 
cheap, worn dark suit, the rayon stockings that were an 
insult to her really beautiful legs that had hitherto been clad 
in the filmiest of nylons, the low-heeled cheap shoes, no 
one in the world would ever recognize her. She felt quite 
sure of that. She had changed all her appearance except 
her height, and by stooping slightly, her b^y was ^ven a 
weary look that seemed to reduce even that. Tinted glasses 
concealed the blue-gray of her eyes. Ob, she had done a 
good job of losing Laura Weston—and just in time, too! 

That damned *‘Ann Smith!*’ Only her name was really 
Qaire Lafierty, according to the papers. She was a woman 
of great wealth; thinking of that, Laura remembered the 
two thousand dollars the other had given her and ground 
her teeth in rage. What a set-up she would have had for 
blackmail if only the woman had lived and carried out 
her plan to adopt her own baby! 

But there was no sense in following that line of thought. 
The woman was dead; the “nursing home” was closed; and 
Steve Prescott was being held in jail as a material witness 
and there was an ominous bint that the charge against 
him might be very serious indeed. There was every like¬ 
lihood that even if he escaped a long prison sentence, the 
medical society would take action against him, suspending 
his license, perhaps—or even withdrawing it permanently. 
That would serve him right, Laura told herself viciously. 
Him and his damned scruples that had precipitated the 
debacle of all she and Dr, Harmon had so carefully and 
painstakingly buUt up! And that little pudding-faced Susie 
—Laura’s hand went up almost absently and touched her 
jaw, so vivid was the memory of the blow Steve bad 
delivered when she had previously called Susie a “pudding- 
face.” 

Well, he was paying for that now, and he would go on 
paying for it. Because they would never find Anna. Of that 
she was sure. And they would never find her! She patted 
the little roll of fat over her flat stomach and hips. No one 
would ever guess that it was a money belt containing twenty 
thousand dollars in bills of large denomination! But the 
thought of the money brought her anger; it could so easily, 
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given another year like the last two, have been a good deal 
more, Etestroying her records had been a bitter blow; but 
she had not dared keep them. She must rely on her memory 
for the machinery to carry on the blackmail that was so 
much a part of her business. The fools who wanted babies 
so badly that, denied the regular channels of the accredited 
agencies and impatient of the long delays, the red tape, 
they were willing to pay handsomely for babies whose 
mothers had been willing, even anxious to pay to have 
disposed of—of such fools had her “busings” been built- 
And the people who had adopted the babies and come 
to love them as their own—^they were always good for a 
threat, delicately veiled of course, that the netful mothers 
had suddenly wanted to reclaim the babies, and so were 
willing to pay again and again in order to keep the children. 

Yes, it had been a most lucrative ‘business.” Her job 
in Steve’s office had given her some excellent contacts; 
she had known, from her work at the hospital, how to 
reach carefully selected unmarried mothers—Anna had 
been wonderful in that field. She swore savagely at the 
realization that it was all gone now, and that she must 
start over again. She looked about the drab, ugly room; 
for a moment she saw her luxurious apartment, her beauti¬ 
ful clothes, all put away now in storage and she’d never 
dare claim them. The damned police! But at least they 
had no idea where she was. And the time had come for 
her to make her next carefully planned, shrewdly executed 
move; ahead lay another “business” to be built up and 
carefully tended. 

She picked up the battered suitcase she had bought at 
a pawnshop when she stepped off the train, threw into it 
with loathing the two or three cheap dresses she had 
bought next door to the pawnshop, and added the ten-cent- 
store toilet articles. Her mouth was thin with bittemess as, 
once more, she visualized the apartment—the racks of 
expensive clothes, the delicate feminine fripperies—and 
swore at her own weakness for remembering such things. 
In the life that lay ahead, the new “business” that she 
would build up would provide more beautiful clothes, 
another luxurious apartment, all the extravagant frivolities 
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that she loved. She had only to keep her head, to move 
carefully and cautiously, always taking one step and con¬ 
sidering the next three before she budged. 

The frow^ landlady, exactly the sort one would expect 
to find in a place tike this, was apathetically stirring the 
top layer of dust on the ragged hall carpet when Laura 
went down the stairs, carrying the battered suitcase. The 
landlady eyed her sharply, avid curiosity in her near- 
ughted pale eyes. 

“You’re not leavin’ us?” she asked plaintively. 

“I’ve got a job out at the paper mill ,” said Laura curtly, 
“Have to find a room closer to the job.” 

“Well, I hope you ain’t expectin’ a refund—’cause I 
don’t i^ve refunds,” whined the landlady defensively. ‘T 
could ’a’ rented your room if Td ’a’ knowed you was mov¬ 
ing before your week was up.” 

For a moment Laura wanted to tell her viciously that 
she was welcome to the three dollars to which she was en¬ 
titled. But that would not be in character with the type d 
person she, Laura Weston, must pretend to be. To a 
woman nho dressed and looked as I^ura did three dollars 
would be a sum worth haggling over. 

“I think that’s pretty mean of you,” she said hotly. 
“After all, I’ll have to work a week before I’ll get paid-— 
and—^well—I need the money.” 

The light of battle glowed in the landlady’s eyes, and 
Laura met her halfway and when it was over, Laura was 
walking down the street, s^mging her suitcase, her mouth 
grim, but with a dollar and a half refund in her shabby 
cheap leather bag, while the landlady stood on the dir^ 
door-stq>s and hiuied insults after her .... 

From then on, Laura moved carefully, covering each 
step that lay behind her before she took the next one. 
Though occasionally she grew impatient and felt that she 
was wasting valuable time, and that she was perfectly safe 
and could move freely now, she forced herself to go on 
being cautious. Until at last on a bri^t, warm day near 
the end of the winter season, she reached the Florida 
“Gold Coast” city which had been her objective from the 
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jSrst. But not even Anna—most of all, not Anna—^had 
ever heard her so much as mention the name of the town. 

Somehow along the way she had abandoned the bat¬ 
tered suitcase and the lank black hair. She was now a 
dashing red-head, smartly dressed in impeccable taste. 
Nothing flashy or “glamorous.” She looked every inch 
the well-bred lady to whom anything c^tentatious in dress 
would be thoroughly distasteful. 

She began by finding a convenient comfortable apart¬ 
ment. Next, she opened an account at the nearest bank 
with half her Tcmaining money. She was still too cautious 
to put all of it in the bank, for her past experience had 
taught her the necessity of having an ample supply of cash 
on hand should the need for flight arise. Of course, without 
Anna to hamper her, she felt moderately certain that given 
a fair run of luck to which certainly she was now entitled, 
flight was not likely to be necessary. She looked about her 
and settled down to her campaign. 

There was an attractive cocktail bar not too far from 
her apartment. She had already discovered that it attracted 
well-dressed, well-heeled men and women and she had 
formed the habit of dropping in shortly before the dinner 
hour for a glass of sherry. This she would sip appreciatively 
and in silence and then would depart. 

Until one evening while she was finishing her single glass 
of sherry a man whom she had been watching discreetly 
came over to her, and smiled tentatively down at her. 

“Pm Phil Colter,” he introduced himself, s milin g. *T 
run the place here.” 

He was a big man, perhaps forty, brown as mahogany, 
very fit-looking and his white dinner jacket with the dark 
red carnation in the lapel set off his good looks to perfec¬ 
tion, 

Laura let her eyes slide over him, coolly, appraisingly; 
her head lifted haughtily, but there was a sparkle in her 
eyes that made Phil’s blood flow just a little faster, 

“Now, really, Mr, Colter, Do I look like a pickup?” she 
drawled disdainfully, 

“If you did, baby, you’d never have got past the door,” 
Phil told her and there was a touch of grinmess in his 
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voice. “There aren’t many places around town like this 
one. And I aim to keep it that way.” 

"Unescorted women on the make are not allowed?” 
there was a touch amusement in her voice. 

“Definitely not. There are plenty of other places for 
them to work. I keep the Tokay as toe sort of place where 
women alone, down here for ‘toe cure,’ may feel free and 
relax.” 

“The cure?” 

"A ninety-day residence that provides relief from the 
bonds of matrimony that have begun to—chafe,” said Phil 
dryly. 

Laura laughed lightly. 

“I’m not here for a tUvorce, Mr. Colter. Just a holiday,” 
she assured him dryly. 

“Swelll 1 was hoping I could see a bit of you while you 
are here—^but usually there is toe con^Iication of a jealous 
husband in the background who for one reason or ano ther 
does not care greatly for his wife taking ‘the cure.’" 

“With me, it’s a complication you can forget,” she as¬ 
sured him. But there was a toou^tful look in her eyes as 
they swept over him mcasuringly. “My complicadcm—is 
something very different, I do assure you.” 

“I’m a great guy for handling complications other than 
jealous husbands,” he told her and his eyes on her were 
warm and admiring. “And what about that drink?” 

Laura twirled her tiny glass thoughtfully for a moment 
and then she laughed softly. 

“It seems to be—well, an occasion. Why not?” she 
agreed lightly. 

Phil signaled to toe barman in his crisp white coat and 
bent lower above Laura’s head saying softly, intimately, 
“And perhaps dinner?” 

Laura studied him appraisingly and let a small, provoca¬ 
tive smile touch her lovely mouth. 

“Why not?” she said again with a small shrug as she 
accepted toe sherry toe barman offered. She lifted it in a 
gay toast to PhU. 



15. A Delicate Condition 


After that first dinner, and a 
superlative affair at a private club where Phil was received 
with such devoted attention that Laura felt quite sure he 
either owned the place or had a sizable stake in it, they 
saw a good deal of each other. Laura had decided to be 
careful that he should not see her often enough to become 
tired of her. He was proceeding cautiously, too, and it 
amused her to realize that he still could not quite place 
her in the social scale, that he could not quite make up 
his mind just what and who she was. She had given him 
her name as Loma Shaw; she had not pretended it was 
really her name; she had simply, that first evening, dropped 
the name between them and let him use his own judgment. 

He was quite helpful in as many ways as she would al¬ 
low him to be. When he discovered that she did not have a 
car and offered her the use of his own, she had demurred 
and explained that she had been intending to pick up one 
of the well-kept, very good used cars that are always so 
plentiful at the close of the season. Phil had promptly taken 
her to a friend of his who kept a fleet of smart, expensive 
cars for hire during the season, and had helped her select 
one at a price that made her widen her eyes a little. 

Phil laughed, 

“Oh, he's not cutting prices just because you are a 
friend of mine, nor am I slipping him a few bucks under 
the table to make up the difference between the actual price 
of the car and the one he’s asking you,” he answered the 
unspoken thought in her mind. “He gets such fantastic 
prices for renting these cars to the winter residents, who 
want a car to drive around while they are here for the 
season, but don’t want the bother of driving one down, or 
back home when the season is over. By the time the season 
is ended, Dave has already got back what the car cost 
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him, from rentals. And what you are paying Mm for the 
car is pure velvet/* 

Laura had laughed and written the check for the car 
and had driven it out of the lot and parked it in front of 
her apartment. 

Phil had followed in his own car and when she had 
parked her new-used one, he came and stood beside her. 

“This calls for a party, don*t you think?** he suggested, 

“My buying a car?’* she teased. 

“Well, why not? You’re going to have a lot of fun with 
it—^** He leaned closer and put his hand over hers where 
it lay on the steering wheel. “Look here, Loma—or what¬ 
ever your real name is^—aren’t you getting just a litde 
tired of this—^‘hands off^—business? Fm crazy about you 
and you know it. You tell me no one has any strings on 
you—and me, Fm free as air. So why the hell don’t we 
have some fun?” 

“Fve been having fun. You’ve given me a wonderful 
time—” she told him softly, realMng that the moment to¬ 
wards which she had been budding was approaching. “Fm 
very grateful, really,” 

“Hell, you don’t have to be grateful to any man who 
shows you a good time, Loma. The favor is all on your 
side/’ he told her and she saw his dark eyes redden with 
flames with which she was so familiar that she all but 
laughed in his face. “Look, you’ve never seen my place. 
How about having dinner there tonight? My chefs quite 
a guy. The way he can dream up wonderful food isn’t even 
funny. Later, we can do whatever you like.” 

Laura’s eyes held his for a long moment and there was 
promise in them and suddenly she smiled 

“Whatever I like?”' she rep^ate>di softly, 

Phii stepped back grid his. hardened. 

“That’s what I said-^nd if s »ibat I mean. You call the 
turn—that’s the way I iptey iL”* bd told her almost harshly. 

“Sounds like fun, Phil. Thanks. About seven-thirty?” 
she suggested lightly and saw the eager delight that leaped 
into his dark eyes. 

He gave her the address and went back to his own car. 
And she sat for a little, smilmg, her eyes narrowed, her 
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busy mind clicking with the exciting thought of “this is 
it!” 

She had never dressed more carefully. Trying several of 
the new frocks she had bought^ her choice fell at last on a 
filmy black chiffon and lace over a flesh-pink slip so 
delicate that it was hard to decide where the slip left off 
and Laura began. The gown was cut very low; any woman 
with superbly moulded breasts like hers, she had told her¬ 
self when she bought the dress, was a fool not to make the 
most of plunging necklines. Now, adjusting the dress, she 
managed to lower it still more and her smile as she studied 
herself in the mirror boded no good whatever to Phil Col¬ 
ter's self-control. 

The night was almost uncomfortably warm and as she 
trailed a black chiffon stole about her shoulders and went 
out to her waiting car, she thought of what Atlanta must 
be like on this March evening. Cold and blustery, a sting¬ 
ing wind^—^and for just a moment she wondered if Steve 
was in prison. But the thought was one she dismissed al¬ 
most the moment she was conscious of it, for that part 
of her life was done with and whatever happened to him 
and that simple sap of a wife of his was no more than he 
deserved! 

She found the house whose number Phil had given her, 
and for a moment she sat at the wheel of her car, staring 
at it, puzzled. Because it was a small house, not more than 
six rooms, though two of them were upstairs rooms. It 
occupied a lot entirely enclosed with a tall hedge in front, 
and a stucco wall, splashed with the inevitable bougain¬ 
villaea at the back. Tall feathery bamboos were visible 
at the back, and the gate through the wall at the side indi¬ 
cated a patio. Somehow, she had pictured Phil living in 
some sort of swank bachelor apartment—yet this, she sup¬ 
posed, was more discreet and Phil was obviously a mart 
who valued discretion. 

As she turned the key in the door of the car, standing 
on the sidewalk, the door of the house opened and Phil 
came down the flagstone walk that neatly bisected the un¬ 
naturally green lawn, with its borders of blossoming shrub¬ 
bery. 
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”You’re ten minutes late/’ he accused her happily. ‘‘Fve 
been standing at the window with my nose glued to the 
pane/’ 

He cupped a hand beneath her elbow and marched her 
up the walk to the house. "‘This, my friend, is not exactly 
the sort of place I expected to find you occupying/’ 

“What did you expect?” 

“Oh—something lush and—er—exotic m the way erf a 
bachelor apartment, probably on the Via Parigi —” she 
laughed. 

“I bought this a couple of years ago. No switchboard 
operator, no elevator. Just quiet and privacy,” he told her 
cheerfully, his hand warm on her arm as he guided her 
down two steps into the long living room that opened, 
through french doors, into the patio she had been quite 
confident would be here. 

She looked about her, taking in the expensive furnish¬ 
ings that were in superb taste but indicated money lavishly 
spent, and she nodded, 

“I like it,” she told him quite sincerely. “It’s very nice.” 

Dinner was, of course, served in the patio. A small but 
expensively perfect patio, complete even to the small 
fountain at the far end, splashing with a silvery tinkle into 
a bowl where fat goldfish swam decoradvely. There were 
borders of bright-hued begonias around the fountain base, 
and there were white, purple and pink asters glowing among 
phlox and petunias, scenting the air with delicate fragance. 

The middle-aged Negro man, in his spotless white coat, 
who had cooked the food and now served it, was all that 
Phil had boasted. Most of the time he was expressionless, 
well-trained; rnily now and then Laura cau^t a faintly 
speculative look in his dark muddy eyes as he glanced at 
her. 

When dinner was over and they were back in the living 
room, with a handsome Georgian silver coffee-service on 
a low table in front of Laura, she had filled the egg-shell 
thin cups for both of them, Phil lit cigarettes and leaned 
back, as though filling his eyes with the sight of her. And 
Laura was thoroughly aware, of course, of the very entio 
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ing, provocative picture she made against the duO gold 
brocade of the cushions behind her. 

“You really are an amazing person, Loma,” said PMl, 
ending a small silence that had been bom of some vague, 
indefinable tension growing between them, 

“Am I?” her smile was teasing, provocative, her eyes 
narrowed. 

Suddenly he put down his cup and came over to her. 
She waited for him, still with that small, teasing smile 
curling her lovely mouth. He took her cup, put it down 
and lifted her to her feet and into his arms mth a hungry 
passion that would no longer be denied. His mouth burned 
on hers, untO her heart, that cool, well-trained, severely 
disciplined organ, stirred slightly. 

She let him have his way with her until he had drawn 
her down on the couch and his caresses became bold, de¬ 
manding, intimate. He was so sure of her surrenders Sud¬ 
denly she twisted herself free of him in a lithe, unexpected 
movement and was away from him, leaving him sprawled 
ignominiously on the couch, staring at her in ludicrous 
dismay that slowly deepened to a savage anger. 

“What the hell is this all about?” he demanded savagely. 
“You’re no innocent, untouched virgin. You're no coy 
young thing building a fire to warm her hands and then 
running innocently away before she gets singed. You knew 
why I wanted you to come here tonight—if you didn’t in¬ 
tend to come through, then why the hell—” 

‘Tm in a delicate condition,” she tossed the cool words 
into the midst his fury as though they had been of no 
particular importance. 

She saw that the words rocked him. For a moment he 
went on staring at her, his eyes dark with fury, his face 
set and white with thwarted passion. 

“You’re what?” he asked at last as though quite sure 
he could not possibly have heard her correctly. 

She nodded. “You heard me—Fm in a family way,” 
she repeated. “That’s why I have to be—well, careful!” 

He could not doubt the calm, cool conviction in her 
tone. He tiumed sharply away from her, his shoulders 
rigid beneath the well-tailored while dinner-jacket. 
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She waited, coo!, alert, her expression under careful 
control. Almost she held her breath; this was the moment 
towards which she had been working since that first ni^t 
in the Tokay when he had spoken to her. If she had guessed 
wrong—her hands, hidden in the filmy folds of her black, 
smoky chiffon gown clenched tightly, but she kept her 
face calm and without expression. 

He spoke at last, without facing her, tossing the words 
over his shoulder, his voice taut and ugly, 

“How the hell did a smart gal like you get herself 
caught?*’ 

“I was playing a long shot,” she said quietly, ‘T thought 
I could get him to marry me—^but I was a fool to think 
he’d hold stUl for such a play.” 

Phil turned, his balled fists jammed deep into his 
pockets, and his grim, set face, ashen behind its traditional 
mahogany-bronze—a man like Phil Colter would as soon 
be caught in public without his pants as without that care¬ 
fully nurtured “Florida tan”—and his eyes raked her 
from head to foot with a cold, measuring glance that made 
her smile faintly, 

“Oh, it doesn’t show—^yet,” she drawled coolly, “Ifs 
not quite three months, although I told him it was more*” 
Phil was stUl savage with frustrated lust 
“How’d it happen?” he demanded curtly. 

Laura’s eyebrows went up and she allowed herself a 
faint smile of satirical amusement 
“Well, really!” she mocked, 

“I mean—how did you make such a mistake in youi 
estimate of him? Craay in love with him, of course^—” 
She laughed outright at that in such frank amusement 
that some of the dark anger melted from his face. 

“Love? Phooey! Don’t be childish,” she sneered. “He 
was—and is—quite a big shot. Tons of money—and he’s 
old enough to know his way around. He was pretty cra^ 
about me, but I came from the wrong side of the tracks, 
and he was convinced that he had not been my first lover; 
so it never occurred to him that I might want to marry him, 
I figured that he was about the age where a man should 
begin to yearn for—oh, a home where he could entertaui 
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his friends, a good-looking wife who knew the score, and 
the patter of little feet. So I—I let it happen.” 

“And?” demanded Phil. 

She lifted her shoulders in a shrug and let her hands 
faU. 

“He suddenly had business elsewhere—damn him!” she 
said through her teeth. She had plaimed the story so car&- 
fuUy, rehearsed every tiny detail until, caught up in the 
necessity of convincing him, she almost managed to con¬ 
vince herself. 

Phil turned and walked the length of the long room and 
back a gain, hls head sunk, his fists still jammed in his 
pockets. 

“And what happens now?” he demanded. 

“I haven’t had much luck in ridding myself of the little 
stranger,” she told him through her teeth. “I—came down 
here away from everyone I knew, because I couldn’t face 
the horse-laugh Td have gotten from my friends and 
acquaintances. I thou^t maybe I might find a doctor who 
would—well, listen to reason and a good stiff fee. But— 
they’re a bit hard to find, when you’re a stranger.” 

Phil eyed her sharply, his brows drawn together. 

“You don’t want the kid?” he demanded sharply. 

She stared at him in shocked reproof. 

“Now, I ask you—^is that a sensible question? Can’t 
you just see me, all wrapped up in formulas and diapers 
and—ugh!” she shuddered in honest disgust at the idea, 
(And risked a deep and ardent breath of relief that the 
whole thing was a fabrication of lies!) 

Once more Phil paced the room and back, and then he 
halted to lean on the back of a tall chair, and to eye her 
sharply, his brows still drawn together in a dark frown. 

“So you would like to be relieved of this—impediment 
to your career,” he drawled slowly, and there was a con¬ 
temptuous sting in his voice. 

“You’re putting it rather crudely,” she told him icily. 
“Naturally I’d rather avoid the complications of mother¬ 
hood. But after all, it’s my problem, not yours. I merely 
wanted you to understand that i am not—a tease! I find you 
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exciting and very disturbing and I feel you could be—a 
hell of a lot of fun. But under the circumstances^ you can 
see that too close a friendship is hardly—^weO, not the in¬ 
dicated thing! 

“And now, if you’ll excuse me, FU say good night,” she 
tossed over her shoulder as she moved towards the door, 
catching up the long filmy black chiffon stole that was flung 
across a chair, 

‘‘Wait a minute,” protested Phil, and she paused and 
turned to him, her brows raised in a delicate inquiry she 
did not bother to put into words. 

Phil came closer and his eyes clung to her bared 
shoulders with an avid look that made her feel that he was 
caressing them with his hands, 

“Look, if I help you out of this by putting you in touch 
with a fellow you can trust absolutely—^bow generous 
would you be in return?” he demanded with brutal frank¬ 
ness. 

Laura smiled faintly. 

“What do you think?” she murmured softly. 

Phil breathed deeply, and his hands jammed tighter in 
his pockets. As his eyes slid over her, they were filled with 
a naked, brutal hunger that made Laura feel again that 
momentary brush of panic. This man would not be an 
easy lover; she would have her hands full with him. But 
not even that thought made her hesitate a moment in going 
ahead with the plan she had so carefully made. 

She met his stare, smiling, her eyes warm and limpid 
and filled with a provocative promise that tensed the man’s 
nerves to a screaming need for that exquisite voluptuous 
body. But he could wait, and it would be worth waiting 
for. He nodded at last and turned away, 

“Fll make the arrangements and let you know when and 
where,” he said over his shoulder, 

Laura felt a momentary weakness from the tension of 
suspense; she feared that after all maybe she had made a 
costly mistake. Any mistake would be more than she could 
afford now, after she had put so much spade work into 
carrying her plan to its completion. 
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“You are going to help me?” she stammered and her 
voice sounded shaken, incredulous. 

Phil turned and stared at her. 

“Sure—I’m going to help you—and then you’re going 
to be mine—for as long as 1 want you; is that dear?” 



16. Woman’s Doctor 


Two DAYS LATER SHE PARKED HER 

car in front of a modest bungalow on the mainland, across 
the lake from the winter-resort city. She looked about her 
and wrinkled her nose uneasily. It wasn’t at aH the sort 
of place she had expected. In a shabby, run-down section 
of the city, within a block of the railroad, cluttered and 
untidy. For a moment she knew a touch of hesitancy, but 
then she locked her car, got out and went up the walk to 
the door of the bungalow that swung open to her as she 
mounted the rickety steps. 

The man who greeted her was spectacularly good-look¬ 
ing, but his face was touched now with fury. 

“What the hell are you trying to do, bring the police 
down on me?” he snarled as be closed the door behind her 
and stood glaring. “Sitting out there in your car looking 
scared to death and not quite sure whether to come in or 
run away—” 

“Are you Dr. Burton?" she asked icily. 

“Fm Nick Burton, yes." His jaw hardened as he denied 
the title. “Come on in. You’re Loma Shaw—or so you 
say.” 

He marched ahead of her down the narrow haD that 
bisected the small, shabby, down-at-heel house. He held 
open the door of an examining room that was moderately 
clean and aseptic looking. 

He turned and looked at her. 

“Get your clothes oflf," he ordered and stalked away. 

When the door had closed behind him Laura stood quite 
still for a moment, her head cocked in amusement. He was 
so fantastically good-looking, tall and sun-bronzed. He 
had a thick shock of straw-colored hair with a slight but 
perceptible wave—she could imagine him carefully cul¬ 
tivating that apparently careless wave. Bis eyes were 
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startlingly blue in his brown face and she was quite sure 
that once he stopped frowning, and grinned at a girl, he 
could make her heart flutter. 

She wondered at a man like this going in for illegal 
medicine. Even if he were a very bad doctor, any man with 
his looks should have had no difficulty in building up a 
tremendously prosperous business among impressionable 
women alone. 

Suddenly she laughed under her breath, and, with her 
eyes impish, began to disrobe. When he came bade a little 
later, knocking flrst at the door before he came in, she 
lay on the examining table, in the prtq>er positimi, clad 
only in the coarse sheeting robe that she had found in a 
comer. 

Her body thrilled to Nick’s expert, impersonal touch. 
From her own training as a nurse, she realized his manner 
was perfect; that ctf a man trained to dedicate himself to 
medicine so that a woman’s body in its most intimate 
revelaticms was something to be examined and handled as 
though it were some inanimate thing of stone or wood. 

She lay watching him, the impish look in her eyes and 
her body th rilling to a startling degree each time he 
touched her. So she was prepared for the moment when he 
straightened, his handsome face dark with angry amaze¬ 
ment, looking down at her exquisite body as though he 
found nothing about it to excite his interest. 

“What the hell’s the pitch?” he demanded savagely. 

Her eyebrows went up and her smile was soft and sweet. 

“Why, Dofitqr^i don’t know what you mean,” she 
purred swetly, 

“You’i& no more pregnant than I am,” he accused 
diarply. 

She laughed. 

“Of course not,” she agreed, watching him with that 
impish amusement he found so puzzling. 

For a moment he stood staring down at her and then 
he flung the robe over her and turned sharply to the door. 

“Get your clothes on,” he ordered. “TU be waiting in 
the reception room for an explmiation—and it had better 
be a da^ed good one,” 
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‘Tt will be,” she flung after him as she rose from the 
examining table and began to dress. 

In the waiting room, small and shabby with its cheap 
unpainted wicker furniture and the faded cretonne, he was 
standing, smoking, his face a black cloud of anger and 
suspicion. 

‘'What’s this all about? Colter didnH send you—he 
burst out when she came into the room. 

She dropped into a chair, crossed her lovely le^ that 
were bare and already delicately tanned, and lit a cigarette. 
She looked up at him, smiling through the fragrant blue 
smoke. 

“Oh, yes, he did, Doctor,” she said gently, “But then, 
you see, he thought I was pregnant.” 

His eyes were hard and cold as blue marbles and there 
was a stiffness to Ms jaw line that indicated a burning 
anger as well as frightened uneasiness at his position. 

“But why the hell should you tell Colter such a lie— 
what did you hope to gain?” he puzzled, and his very be¬ 
wilderment increased his savage fury, 

“Because I had to find you,” she purred sweetly. 

Instantly he was still, like a hunted animal that scents 
a trap and brings up all his skill in dodging pursuit to help 
him . 

“Oh? And why did you have to find me?” he asked at 
last. 

“Oh, not you in particular, Doctor,” she hastened to 
relieve Mm. “Just—a man who could be persuaded to, 
shall we say have a tolerant viewpoint towards women 
who don’t wish to start raising a family.” 

“Look,” snapped Nick and Ms hand shook slightly as he 
lit a cigarette and smoked it in short, angry puffs. “Let’s cut 
out the double-talk, and the cute stuff—^and get down to 
cases. What the hell is this all about?” 

Laura said quietly, “By all means, Doctor—^let’s. It boils 
down to this—I think you and I could work together very 
smoothly; I think we’d be quite a team. So Tm offering you 
a proposition,” 

Some of Ms uneasiness but none of his bewilderment 
was gone. 
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“Such as what, for instance?” he demanded shortly, bis 
eyes seeming to bore into her. 

“This business of yours is a mug’s game, Doctor—^you 
know that as well as 1 do,” she told hiin almost serenely, 
“What does it get you but a few measly bucks, and always 
with the hot breath of the law on your neck. There’s ten 
times, a hundred times, as much money in—the other 
end of the business. A maternity home for unmarried 
mothers, with a guarantee of placing the little offspring in 
good homes with—well-heeled people who, for one reason 
or another, can’t adopt a baby through the regular welfare 
agencies—” 

Nick was staring at her in such complete amazement 
that Laura stopped, shrugged, and waited for his mind to 
catch up with her. It took him a matter of moments, and 
at last he said, nodding, “So that’s your racket. Black 
market in babies.” 

“It beats what you’re doing,” 

Slowly, unwillingly he nodded. 

“Sure—I won’t give you any argument there,” he ad¬ 
mitted. “Still, the kind of set-up you’re talking about calls 
for capital—a lot of it Protection money for that kind of 
racket comes high.” 

“Then why pay protection?” argued Laura reasonably. 
“Why not just play it smart—and safe?” 

“Which would be about the neatest trick of this, or any 
other century—except I can’t see where it’s possible—” 

She smiled at him. 

“Oh, I don’t know—I did very well for a couple of years 
and didn’t pay a dime to anybx^y,” she told him quietly. 

IBs eyes flew wide at that and travelled over her slowly, 
taking in the supple, deliciously moulded body beneath the 
filmy blue and white silk frock, the proud upward thrust 
of the beautiful breasts, the flatness of stomach that melted 
into neatly rounded hips and flowing thighs and the brown 
bare legs. 

“You ran one of these places?” he asked at last. 

Her mouth twisted with bitterness of memories she hated 
to face. 

“I did,” she told him curtly. 
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“Oh?” his eyebrows went up and he waited expectantly. 

She shrugged 

“I was scuttled,” she told him grimly. “By a doctor who 
couldn’t stay oS dope—and another who was afflicted 
with scruples.” 

“TTiat happens," he agreed cautiously. 

There was a small silence between ttem, and they eyed 
each other appraisingly. 

“Well?” demanded Laura at last, her voice taut. 

“Well, what?" 

“C%, dmi’t ^ve me that—do you or don’t you want to 
go in twiness with me?” she sniped at him harshly. 

He was thoughtful, wary. 

“With Ctdter handling the protection?” he asked 
cautiotisly. 

“With Colter knowing not a damned thing about it.” 

Startled, he protested, “Hi now—^you’re Colter’s wo¬ 
man—” 

Outraged she was on her feet, her eyes Mazing. 

“That’s a damned lie! Fm nobody’s woman—she cried 
harshly. 

Cold-eyed he looked her over. 

“Colter sent you to me,” he pointed out 

“Because I told him I was pregnant—” 

He nodded slowly. 

“And he wanted to be damned sure you didn’t hang the 
rap on him,” be said grimly. “Smart cookie, Colter.” 

“Colter wants me,” she admitted almost reluctantly. “He 
knows that he can’t have me until—” she shrugged, letting 
the sentence fall without ending it 

“You’re a pretty smart cookie, too,” he agreed wryly. 
“K you’re planning a double-cross on Colter, let me warn 
you now he’ll never take it He’s quite a guy. Packs a lot 
of weight in this territory.” 

“Are you afraid of him?” she sneered contemptuously. 

“Hell, yes, I’m afraid of him,” he admitted without 
shame. “You would be, too, if you knew what was good 
for you.” 

Puzzled, she studied him curiously. 
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“Are you tiding to tell me that Colter is head of the 
rackets down here?’* she demanded, 

“Hell, nof He’s a very reputable citizen with a lot of 
standing and stuff—one of the heavy tax-payers, and all 
that,” said Nick grimly. “Has a piece of just about every 
club and recreation center —I use the word loosely^—in 
the three adjoining counties. Works with the cops, not 
against them; and his word goes with them. If he says 
‘lay oT they lay off; if he says *^ve him the works’—^^the 
next stop is usually Jail.” 

Laura was thoughtful. 

“He told me about you,” she said after a moment and 
was delighted when she saw Nick start as though she had 
thrust a long and very sharp pin into him, 

“Told you what?” he snapped harshly, his eyes wary, 
definitely uneasy. 

“Oh, about the trouble you had up north—when you 
were within a few months of completing your Senior In- 
temeship in Obstetrics. How you botched a piece of ‘home¬ 
work’ and the girl died. A student nurse, wasn’t she?” 
drawled Laura sweetly. 

She saw Nick’s face go gray behind his sun-bronze. 

“Damn him!” he said through his teeth, “Damn his 
lousy soul to hell and back.” 

“Oh, don’t be so upset—^I’d be the last one in the world 
to squeal on you,” she drawled insolently, “I was looking 
for someone like you, and—well, I think you and I could 
do each other a lot of good. I know you are competent, or 
Coker wouldn’t have sent me to you. He wants me well 
and fit, free of any complications. And the best is what 
Tm looking for.” 

“Fm deeply touched by your confidence in me,” sneered 
Nick, still badly rattled by her knowledge of his past. 

“Well, I guess that’s that,” she told him coolly. “If the 
proposition does not interest you, I shall simply have to 
tell Colter that you were not cooperative, and get him to 
locate someone else for me.” 

“Meaning that you’ll see Colter throws me to the 
wolves!” said Nick savagely. 

She turned towards the door and hesitated. Then sud- 
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denly she turned swiftly and came bade to him, soft and 
warm and very tempting, all sweetness and coaxing. 

“Look, Nicky, why should we battle like this?” she 
pleaded, the ch^ge in her so sudden and unexpected that 
it startl^ Nick. “I need you in this job. I’ve got some cap¬ 
ital—I know all about it. I’ve got a Ust in my head of 
several couples ^o will pay famKlsomely for a healthy, 
normal baby to adopt. Finding unmarried mothers who 
want to fdace their b^ies for adoption isn’t difficult. Colter 
will probably send you one occasionally and it will be 
your Job to talk her out of getting rid <rf the baby, and 
into allowing it to be placed for adoptiem. You can con¬ 
vince her it would be safer for her. We might even slip 
her a few bucks if it seems advisable—believe me, Nicky, 
I know all the angles.” 

“But you got caught once," Nick pointed out 

Her face hardened and her eyes went cold. 

“A damned fool doctor got cau^t—^you’ll notice he is 
the one who is serving time in prison, while Tm free as 
air,” she reminded him. 

“1 had the thought in mind. That it was the medico who 
was left holding tlw bag, not you.” 

She laughed tensely, 

“That was because he had ethics and scruples—also a 
wife and a couple of kids,” she said. “He bad everything to 
gain by squealing on me; you have everything to gain by 
pla}dng ball with me, and nothing to lose—because you 
and I know that sooner or later you are going to run afoul 
of the law with this cheap, shoddy business you’re in. Why 
live in a dump like this, existing on the fees you pick up, 
when I’m offering you wealtia and luxury with less risk 
than you’re taking for peanuts now?” 

She saw that be was listening with more interest and 
suddenly, very winning and gay, she said lightly, “I've been 
riding around town, getting the lay-out. I have a couple of 
spots in mind that look ideal for our kind of set-up. Why 
not ride out with me and have a loc^ at them and then 
think things over? Though why you need to think things 
over when I’m offering you such a deal, I’m sure I don’t 
know." 
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Nick looked down at her, uneasy. 

“D’you know, I have an idea you’re dynamite,” he said 
at last. 

She laughed, knowing she had won. 

“Well, you aren’t exactly what Td recommend as a cure 
for a nervous breakdown, pal,” she teased. 



17. Black Market 


The house she finally chose 
was, both agreed, ideal in every respect for the sort of 
business she planned. High on a ridge overlooking the city 
spread below, it was a leftover from a previous real estate 
boom. A Spanish stucco, four rooms downstairs, two 
rooms, each with bath, upstairs. Enclosed by a high stucco 
wall painted a dark green that wind and weather and sev¬ 
eral hurricanes had lashed into a pale, faded remnant of 
color. The patio, enclosed by the wall, was a tangle of 
weeds and overgrown shrubbery. But the house inside was 
in good condition. 

Laura was able to arrange a year’s lease, at a good price 
with the privilege of making whatever repairs and altera¬ 
tions she considered necessary. If the realtor who arranged 
the lease wondered why a smartly dressed, well-bred 
woman who seemed to have plenty of money was willing 
to pay well for so unattractive a house, he was too sensible 
of his luck in arranging the deal to ask questions. 

It was Phil Colter who asked the questions. But Laura 
had braced herself for them. She had her story well in 
order when she dined with him at his house a week or ten 
days after the night she had told him she was with child 
and he had sent her to Nick. 

“What’s all this I hear about you leasing a house on the 
mainland, Lorna?” he asked after dinner, when they were 
alone in the living-room and she had just poured his 
coffee. 

She looked up at him, surprised. 

“How did you know?” she asked innocently. 

“Oh—things get around,” he answered and she saw the 
suspicion in his eyes. 

She laughed and made a little deprecating gesture, as 
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she picked up her fragile coffee cup and leaned back m 
her cushioned chair, 

‘T meant it for a surprise/^ she said gaily, 

“It was a surprise, all ri^t. You and Burton seem to 
be getting on famously together/’ 

Laura lowered her white eyelids above eyes that were 
suddenly sharp and wary, and carefully lightened her voice, 
“Oh, well, he’s rather nice. And of course Fm grateful 
because he took care of me so beautifully/’ she said 
casuaUy, 

“He did take care of you, then?” said Colter, “Fm glad, 
I had expected you to—^well, to let me know how things 
were.” 

“Oh, yes, he did a beautiful job/’ said Laura and added 
quietly, “He’s quite competent. Too bad he got into 
trouble—” 

“So 1 understand/’ said Colter, “At least Fve heard no 
complaints from any of the customers Fve sent him,” 

“His is rather an unpleasant business/’ she said at last 
“Oh, I don’t know—^it’s a very necessary sort of job, it 
seems to me. Kids who lose their heads and get into trouble 
—somebody ought to lend ’em a helping hand/’ said 
Colter, his voice almost expressionless. 

Laura looked up at him at last, 

“1 imagine you find his job very necessary—” she said 
at last, deliberately, 

“If you mean that I make use of his services to keep 
me from being a father—^that’s a damned fool thing to say, 
I happen to be a little too smart to allow that kind of a 
rap to be hung on me. The girls I send him—they 
usually girls who work for me at the clubs and restaurants, 
the—various enterprises in which I have an interest. Also, 
some of my boys get in jams with their girl friends—I’m 
afraid they keep Burton fairly busy, I haven’t heard him 
complaining of being hard up.” 

Laura kept silent for a moment, thinking hard and then 
she looked up at him again, her mouth thin, 

“Have you ever thought, Phil, that maybe it might be 
smarter for the girls to go ahead and have their babies— 
and place them for adoption—” she began slowly. 
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Colter said sharply, “Cut that out! What the hell are 
you bucking for—a federal rap? Because that black market 
baby racket is strictly poison and TU have no part of it. 
Sure, I know there are people who will pay big money to 
adopt a kid, but it’s against the law—the federal law, baby. 
Once the kid is taken across the state line, the F.B.I. 
moves in. And no one who has any part in any of my 
businesses is going to lay himself—or herself—open to 
such a rap as that!’* 

Laura said icily, “Please don’t shout.” 

Deflated, Colter studied her. His eyes still desired her, 
but the desire was overlaid now with a wary, suspicious 
caution that frightened her, because she could ill afford 
the suspicion, the hostility, a man as powerful as Phil 
Colter. 

“Sorry,” she told him with a humility that brought an 
acrid taste of bitterness into her own mouth. “I didn’t 
mean to be nasty. 1 just wondered—that’s all.” 

Colter’s jaw was set and hard as he carefully put down 
his coffee cup and studied her sharply. 

“I didn’t mean to shout at you,” he apologized un¬ 
graciously. "It’s just that it makes me so damned mad 
when some fool suggests some play that brings down 
the 

Laura’s lau^ was light and not as convincing as she 
tried to make it. 

“Thanks for the advice,” she said lightly. She stood up 
and her head was high. “And now I think I’d better be 
r unn ing along,” she told him smoothly. “After all, a little 
more of this kind of conversation and we’d be quaneling. 
And that’s something I don’t want to happen." 

She walked towards the door, Colter watching her until 
she bad almost reached it before he said peremptorily, 
“Wait a minute, Loma.” 

She paused and turned, her eyebrows raised in polite 
inquiry. 

Colter came to her and stood looking down at her and 
now the anger and suspicion were gone from his eyes 
and replaced by that look of naked, almost painful desire 
she had seen toere before. 
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•Took here, Loma, Vm not ordinarily a patient guy,” 
he told her. "But I’ve been putting chains on myself untO 
you were—^wcD, ready to listen to what I have to say/’ 
For a moment she did not raise her eyes and in the 
folds of her thin skirts her hands clenched tightly. She 
had known that this moment was inevitable; she had 
braced herself for it and had felt that it was not going to 
be too bad Not too high a price for the need she might 
have for him later. But now that it was here—her mouth 
was dry and her nerves crawled with distaste. She was 
not a passionate woman, for all the warm lushness of her 
looks. Passion was something fools played around with, 
always to their loss. A two-edged sword that never failed 
to leave its painful mark. She had surrendered her care¬ 
fully cherished body only when she had had no other 
means of getting what she wanted, as mth Steve that night 
that now seemed a century ago. And now— 

She drew a long deep breath that lifted her breasts 
enticingly beneath the iilmy folds of chiffon that veiled 
them and looked up at Colter, throwing into her eyes all 
the semblance of ardor that she could command. 

“Yes, Phil?” she murmured huskily. 

“Fm crazy about you, Loma. Damn it, you know that. 
YouVe been turning me on the spit very expertly-until 
Fm done to a turn—and now it’s pay-off time, Lomau 
I can’t wait any longer,” he told her and his voice was 
rough with passion. He drew her swiftly into his arms and 
held her crushed hard against him, his mouth ravaging 
hers, burning his kisses on her white throat 

Somehow she managed to fi^t down the shudder of 
revulsion that shook her, for she dared not defy him now. 
But into her mind crept a thought she had not dreamed 
possible—if only it were Nick Burton who held her so— 
Nick Burton who demanded the surrender of her cherished 
body! The realization that if it had been Nick, she would 
have given herself with a joyous abandon of which she 
had never before thought herself capable, shook her so 
badly that even in the tight pressure of his arms, even 
through the red haze of passion that gripped him, Colter 
was aware of the involuntary shiver that went through her. 
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But he believed it her rising response to his desire, and 
was elated. 

“I’m going to hang you with diamonds, baby,” said 
Colter, babbling on and on. “Anything your little heart 
desires. I might even—^why, heU, I might even marry you. 
If you like.” 

Almost roughly she pulled herself from his arms and 
got out of bed, standing slim and exquisite in the dun-lit 
room as she reached for her things. 

“Thanks, but I don’t like,” she told him dryly. “That 
marriage stuff is strictly for the birds. I want no part of 
it—ever!” 

Her back was to him so she did not see the swift 
expression of relief that touched his face and was gone. 
To be replaced by an oddly curious, speculative glance 
that for a moment wiped out the ardor in his eyes. 

She refused to let him drive her home, and Colter did 
not insist. She went down the stairs and out into the 
early dawn, still very dark but touched by the whisper 
of breaking dawn. 

She did not drive straight to her apartment. Instead 
she turned the car along Royal Palm Way and parked 
facing the ocean, scowling into the darkness, her teeth 
sunk hard in her lower lip. Because she was still un¬ 
pleasantly shaken by the realization that, like any silly 
sap of a high school kid she had fallen in love; and with 
Nick Burton of all men! 

It was one of her few really black hours. Heretofore, 
when things had gone wrong, she had always been able 
to figure a way out. But even in her mental turmoil and 
confusion, she knew that there was only one way out of 
this mess; that was flight! And she quailed at the thought 
of running away from Nick! 

There should have been uneasiness about Colter’s reac¬ 
tion to her tentative suggestion about the maternity home 
with its side line of babies for adoption. But there was 
no room in her thoughts now save for this ridiculous and 
somehow frightening complication of her sudden yearning 
for Nick. It didn’t help to remind herself savagely that 
it was a purely physical thing, that there was no love to 
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it, in the sentinicntal understanding of that word It was 
—lust. Sheer animal lust. But just the same, it had steel 
claws that tore at her tmtil she was weak with the need 
for Nick’s body possessing her own. 

She was jerked sharply to a consciousness of where she 
was, when suddenly a shadow loomed up beside the door 
of her car and a flashlight played over her. She gave a 
small cry of shock and fright, and the man switched off 
the flashlight and in the grayness of the breaking dawn 
she saw the familiar blue, brass-buttoned uniform of a 
policeman. 

‘Trouble with your car, miss?*^ he asked her politely. 

“No, certainly not!*’ Her voice was sharp, edged with 
annoyance. “Is it against the law to park here for a Uttic 
and watch tiie sunrise?” 

“Of course not, miss,” said the policeman amiably. 
“It’s not too safe, thou^, for a lady alone—couple of 
hours before sunrise. We patrol the area pretty re^arly 
but at that there are some tough characters around that 
might pop up, when we’re at the other end of the route.” 

She had herself under control now, and she drew a 
deep breath and forced herself to say courteously, “Pm 
sorry. You’re very kind. I guess Pm pretty foolish. I’ll go 
home and let the sun rise by itself.” 

“That might be wiser, miss,” said the policeman and 
stepped back politely as she switched on the ignition and 
started her car. But as she backed and drove away, she 
glanced at the rear-vision mirror above her driving wheel 
and saw him still watching her car as she wheeled it into 
Royal Palm Way. 



18. One Lover Too Many 


She showed nick over the house 

a few days later. She had already brought her luggage over 
and was living in the house. She watched Nick anxiously, 
trying not to let him realize her anxiety, as she took him 
on a tour of the rooms. 

When they were in the patio, neat and tidy now, freshly 
groomed and with potted plants about, lending color 
until the newly transplanted begonias and marigolds began 
growing, she watched him, waiting. 

“Quite a set-up youVe got here,” he said at last. “What 
does Colter think: of it?” 

“He hasn’t seen it yet,” she said curtly. “I wanted you 
to be the first,” 

“That’s very sweet of you,” ha said dryly. “Pm deeply 
touched. Funny, though, that Colter let you spend this 
much money.” 

“Colter’s not paying my bills,” she flashed at him 
hotly. “I am paying them myself. Nobody has any strings 
on met Nobody—do you hear?” 

“Sure, I hear. Maybe you’re right, but—^you’re being 
a bit of a fool to splurge so heavily on a gamble like 
this,” he told her and now there was a grimness in his 
tone that struck at her sharply. “Because it is one hell of 
a gamble.” 

“I’ll get it all back—and plenty more, once we start 
business.” 

“Let’s forget that "we’ business, lady,” Nick interrupted 
swiftly. “I want no part of anything as risky as this thing 
you’ve cooked up.” 

Laura sneered at him, anger blazing in her eyes. 

“What you’re doing, of course, is as safe as death and 
taxes, I suppose,” she flashed at him. 
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“So long as nobody squeals—and the kind erf gals 
who come to me aren’t likely to squeal. They like their 
own pretty little necks too much,” he pointed out. “And 
with Colter on my side—” He lifted his drink and swal¬ 
lowed appreciatively, so completely at ease that she all 
but hated him for a savage moment, 

“You seem to be scared plenty of Colter,” she sneered. 

“Sure I’m scared of him. He's all that stands between 
me and a long prison stretch,” He shuddered at the 
thought and drank again. 

Suddenly he put down his glass and turned to face 
her. His eyes were grim and cold as though she were 
some bit of furniture, instead erf a lush and very desirable 
woman who was his for the taking. 

“Look, Loma—or whatever your real name may be,” 
he began. “There are a heU of a lot of complications 
about this plan of yours. Oh, sure, I know you realize 
that—but there’s one thing which may have slipped your 
mind. The little matter erf time.” 

Taken by surprise, she stared at him . 

“lime?” she repeated and saw his handsome mouth 
touched by a fleeting grin that was not amused, only 
cynical 

“Sure,” his tone was li^L “It takes nine months to 
have a baby, I never touch a girl who comes to me after 
the third month; that leaves at least six to go before de¬ 
livery of the infant and your being able to cash in on 
the adoption business. What are you gcrfng to do with 
these ^Is during that six or seven months stretch?” 

“Is that what’s worrying you?” she laughed at him 
in bitter derision. “The girl goes on with her job, what¬ 
ever it is, coming to you—here, of course—for the usual 
pre-natal care and treatment. Sie enters the ’nursing 
home’ shortly before the baby b due. What could be 
more simple than that?” 

“But Colter’s girls are supposed to show up for work 
srithin a week or so after the alleged operation. How are 
they going to keep him from knowing there hasn’t been 
any operation? I am, of course, taking it for granted. 
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knowing Colter as I do, that be will have no part of 
this cute little set-up you’ve got rigged here." 

“He will not!” agreed Laura stiffly, “Why should we 
split the take three ways when you and I mil be doing all 
the work?" 

“Now I know I want no part of it,” stated Nick flatly, 

and stood up. “Thanks for thinking of me, and all that_ 

and it’s been nice knowing you—but this is where I get 
off.” 

She stared dumbly as be walked with long purposeful 
strides across the small patio and into the living room. 
And suddenly she was on her feet following hini, calling 
his name so that he turned halfway across the long, 
tastefully furnished living room and looked back at her. 

“Nick,” she said and her voice was husky with the 
burning desire she could no longer keep out of it and 
her eyes brimmed hotly with it. “Nick^—don’t go. Please 
don't go.” 

Nick frowned, turning and studying her. 

“I’m crazy about you, Nick. Oh, don’t look so dumb¬ 
founded!” her voice broke and she struggled to regain 
it. “Oh, I know I’m a fool— and you’ve had scads of 
other women and—I’m just one more woman to you. 
But—Nick, you’re the only man I’ve ever really wanted. 
Nick, stay here with me—^please stay with me!” 

Nick’s eyes narrowed, and swept over her in the thin 
silken slacks that she wore, moulded to her lovely body 
in a revealing fashion that could scarcely have been dup¬ 
licated even by a wet bathing suit. He saw the rapid, un¬ 
even rise and fall of her lovely bosom and for a breathless, 
shaken moment she detected naked, hungry desire in his 
eyes. The next moment he bad drawn a deep breath and 
backed away a step from her, putting up one hand as 
though to evade any gesture she might make to touch 
him. 

“Oh, no, baby—^you don’t take me in like that,” he told 
her harshly. “You’re wasting time, trying to use your 
body—and what a body!—to get me involved in your 
schemes. Papa’s too smart to fall for that, baby . . . 
only .. . damn you, you know I want you like hell—” 
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She swayed towards him , fumbling with the thin silken 
shirt until she had slipped it from her shoulders and was 
offering herself, her face white with desire, her eyes 
blazing 

“Oh, Nick—don’t be a fool! Don't deny us what we 
both want so terribly. Nick, Nidc—please, Nick— 

Never in her wildest dreams had she imaged herself 
not only offering her body, but de mand i n g its appease¬ 
ment from any man. Yet when Nick caught her close and 
held her so tightly that she could scarcely breathe, she 
knew a rapture beyond any thin g she had ever known or 
dreamed could come to her. Nick was a perfect lover, 
and through the exquuhe turmoil of her enchanted senses, 
she was too caught up in intoxicating delight to realize 
that his perfection as a lover indicated a vast deal of 
experience. 

That wasn’t important. Nothing was important beyond 
one fact. She, who had previously traflacked only cdd- 
bloodedly and with inner disgust in such epis<^es as 
this, for the first time in her life was fulfilled and .trans¬ 
ported by the shared passion so perfectly completed. 

Afterwards, when the transports were over, and they 
lay side by side, close-held, basking in the delicious 
languor of ful fillm ent, he looked down at her head that 
lay against his naked shoulder and there was something 
almost awe in lus voice. 

“If it wasn’t such a damned fool thing to say, I’d 
almost feel like saying—^you behave like a girl with hCT 
first lover.” 

She laughed in delicious enjoyment of the moment. 

“It isn’t such a damned fo(rf thing to say, darling, be¬ 
cause in all that really matters, you are my first lover," 
she told him and when be ma^ a small, derisive sound 
of amused disbelief, she turned her face to his and pressed 
her cheek hard against him. 

“Oh, I’m not trying to pretend I’m snow white," she 
admitted quite honestly. “But you are the first man to 
whom I ever gave myself in love.” 

Somehow, he was touched by that, a humility so com¬ 
pletely at variance with all that he had known of her. 
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And there was something very like compunctioil, if one 
could imagine a man like Nick Burton experiencing such 
an unlikely emotion, in his kiss. . . . 

Long after be bad dressed and gone, she lay alone in 
the big double bed, her bands laced together benea± her 
head, her eyes unseeingly on the open windows, where 
the tops of trees moved faintly agaimt the hot blue sky. 

She wasn’t kidding herself. Nick would have no part 
of this business she had plaimed for both of them; but 
—he was Nick and she was mad about him, and he had 
enjoyed their passionate interlude. She knew men well 
enough to be certain that she had given him a satisfaction 
that despite his many affairs, must have been rare in¬ 
deed. And because of that, she had a hold on him. She 
wasn’t kidding herself; be would come back to her. Be¬ 
cause he would need her as she would need him—again 
and again. And—she stretched luxuriously like a drowsy, 
cream-fed cat curled up beside a warm hearth—he would, 
sooner or later, see her scheme the way she saw it; and 
they would be in business together. The thought brought 
a delicious warmth and peace and she slept soundly as 
she had not slept in many nights. 

She was awakened by the sound of the telephone and 
sat up groggy, surprised to find that she had been sleep¬ 
ing though it was only now dusk. She heard the phone 
again and pulled herself out of bed, wrapped a robe 
about her and drowsily lifted the receiver. 

“Well, hello there,” said Colter’s voice and there was an 
element of relief in it. “I was about to give up and de¬ 
cide you were not home.” 

“I was taking a nap,” she admitted, 

“Alone, I hope,” said Colter. “I’ve missed you.” 

“It’s nice to know I’ve been missed,” she put all the 
coquetry she could dredge up above her dislike for him 
into her voice. “I’ve been terribly busy getting my house 
in order.” 

“1 can imagine," said Colter, and added significantly, 
“I was hoping to be invited over to see it—soon,” 

There was nothing to be gained by fencing with him. 
She had to keep in his good graces for she had no idea 
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when she might need him. And only by playing a very 
wary game could she keep him unsuspicious and suflaciently 
interested in her to be sure he would heed her call. 

“Well, it isn’t quite straight yet, but why don't you 
come over for cocktails? I’m a foul cook, or I’d invite 
you to dinner.” 

“No man could ask for a fairer invitation than that,” 
said Colter, obviously pleased. “And about dinner—there s 
a new club opening on the highway tonight. Why don’t we 
have dinner there?” 

“Sounds wonderful,” said Laura with all the enthusiasm 
she could muster. “I’ll get myself all done up in my most 
fetching garb!” 

Said Colter happily, “I can hardly wait.” 

He was right on time and as she opened the door to 
him, his eyes swept her in an appreciative glance that 
took her in from the top of her shining red-gold head to 
the tips of the silver slippers that peeped from beneath 
billowing skirts of dark green tuUe and chiffon, sprinkled 
with silver embroidery. 

“Hi, you’re too beautiful to be real,” he told her and 
swept her into his arms, with a stark hunger that repelled 
her. 

“If we’re going to the opening in style—^please, mister, 
don’t handle the merchandise,” she lauded and led the 
way, her skirts swaying about her slender body like a 
giant inverted bell, into the living-room. 

“We’U open the club in style,” he told her fondly, and 
accepted the cocktail she poured for him. His eyes clung 
to her body with an avid hunger that made her aU but 
recoil. 

“And now you must see my house,” she told him 
proudly. “I can’t show you the bedrooms—” 

“Why not? Most interesting part of a house,” he as¬ 
sured her, his voice throbbing with desire as he bent his 
head and kissed her shining hair where the curls sprang 
up from her white neck. 

“Because they’re not finished yet. All in a mess. I don’t 
want you to see them until they are perfect,” she assured 
him gaily, and led him on a tour of the lower floor. 
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which he inspected with gratifying approval and ad¬ 
miration* 

“IVc always wanted a kitchen like this,” she told him* 
Though Fm sure I don’t know why, since I can^t even 
boil water without scorching it around the edges*” 

He came close to her and his hands went out for her, 
and his face tightened slightly as she evaded h^T^ 
laughingly, 

‘*No one as beautiful and decorative as you are should 
ever be expected to be at home in a kitchen!” he told 
her huskily. 

At last, with a hidden sigh of almost abject relief, she 
managed to get him out of the house and into the car. 
The thought of his caresses, while her body still throbbed 
with the remembered ecstasy of its complete and prodigal 
surrender to Nick^s urgent demands, was more than she 
could endure. And as they drove off she was calculating 
coldly, carefully, how to avoid yielding to him even after 
he brought her home from the club-opening. She was go¬ 
ing to need him, she knew; but she would hold him off- 
risky though she knew that to be* She had to hold Mm 
off, now that she had discovered the delight of giving 
herself joyously to some one like Nick, whose passion 
aroused a blazing response so completely at variance with 
the smothered disgust she had always just barely managed 
to conceal in the arms of other men. 



19. Haze of Jealousy 


The club was lush and expensive 
and just about what she had expected. A place where the 
cover charge was high enough to keep out those who could 
not afford to lose handsomely, and without squawking, 
in the well-equipped gambling room that was a matter* 
of-course part of it. 

Colter was greeted with great warmth by the plump, 
middle-aged, balding maitre d’hotel, and ushered to the 
best table in the big room, which had a terrace overlook¬ 
ing the ocean. The dance floor was of good size though 
it was already crowded when Laura and Colter reached 
their table. Champagne appeared as if by magic and 
Laura arched her eyebrows laughingly at Colter. 

“Nothing but the best for you tonight, my love ” he 
assured her expansively and his eyes, hot and demandingj 
crept over her so that she felt as though they were fingers, 
probing, caressing, seeking. She set her teeth hard be¬ 
hind the smile she managed to force, ^ Colter went into 
consultation with the waiter about their dinner. 

She had lit a cigarette and was glancing idly, incuri¬ 
ously, over the dancers when suddenly her eyes were 
caught and held by a sight she was ill-prepared at the 
moment to face—^Nick Burton, spectacularly go^- 
looking, his beautifully tailored white dinner jacket setting 
off to perfection his bronzed, handsome face! The girl in 
his arms was a lovely, fragile bit of Dresden china: shin¬ 
ing pale golden hair, powder-blue eyes the exact shade 
of her clinging satin frock, that was so low in front, 
Laura told herself viciously, that she could have nursed 
a baby without disarranging it in the least. The girl 
looked sleek, expensive, well-keptj there was about her 
an air that Laura knew meant money—lots of it^—and 
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no doubt sodal position as well, Laura was too shrewd 
a judge to mistake the woman, for an instant, for anything 
but what she was—one of the wealthy winter colonists, 
lingering on after the height of the mid-winter season had 
passed. 

Colter finished giving the order to the waiter and turned 
to Laura. She was studying Nick and the lovely blonde 
with such sharp, angry concentration that Colter frowned, 
as though startled, and an odd look came into his eyes, 
even as he followed the direction of her and recog¬ 
nized Nick. 

For a moment that Laura was too absorbed to properly 
assay, Colter watched her, and when at last she became 
aware of his look, she felt the color rise high in her face 
and she had to clench her hands tightly beneath the table 
to control their trembling and for a moment she could 
not steady her voice sufficiently to dare to try to speak. 

“Nick seems to be steppin’ out high tonight," said Cd- 
ter dryly. “He’s quite a lad.” 

“Who is the girl?" asked Laura and in her own ears her 
voice sounded harsh and stiff. 

“Marcia Courtney," said Colter almost curtly. “Lovely, 
isn’t she?” 

“That tramp?” the words were bitten between Laura’s 
white teeth, so filled with bitterness that Colter’s eyes 
na^owed a little as they clung to her white, angry face. 

“No woman who is worth as many millions—in her own 
right, be it added—as Marcia Courtney, could ever be 
called a tramp,” he corrected her dryly. 

“She's been married and divorced half a dozen times 
—she’s notorious—” Laura knew she was being a fool and 
knew that her savage, betraying jealousy was thick in 
her voice but for the moment she had completely lost her 
head. 

“Sure. But if Nick can make the grade with her—more 
power to him, don’t you think?” said Colter coolly, his 
eyes hard and cold. 

Laura gave a short, ugly laugh. 

“You surely don’t think she’d many him?” she spat 
viciously. 
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“Why not?” drawled Colter and now every vestige of 
warmth was gone from his voice and his face was set, 
“Nick’s quite a lad with the ladies. And he has expensive 
tastes that Marcia would no doubt be happy to cater to,” 

“An illegal doctor!” said Laura throng her teeth, her 
voice little more than a thread of sound, stifled by jealous 
fury, 

“That^s not a pretty term,” drawled Colter, “I admit 
there are some women who have cause to be very grateful 
to Nick for relieving them of undesirable complications. 
You, I think, were one of them,” 

Through the red haze of fury and jealousy that fogged 
her mind, something pierced like a white hot Oght, She 
realized that Colter’s manner had chilled; that his eyes 
upon her were wary and hostile. She knew, with a fri^t- 
ened sinking of her heart, that she had made a terrific 
mistake in letting him guess that she was emotionally in¬ 
terested in Nick, 

She forced a laugh, picked up her glass and drank 
thirstily, and shrugged. 

“Oh, well—of course Fm grateful to Nick, It’s just 
that 1 was so surprised to see him stepping out in such a 
rarified atmosphere,” she said lightly, and could not 
keep back the spiteful words, “After perhaps Marcia 
is one of his customers. Who knows?” 

“Who, indeed?” agreed Colter and said politely, “Would 
you care to dance?” 

“Fd love it,” she said in strained relief at getting away 
from the table, where he could look with such disconcert¬ 
ing sharpness into her eyes. But when he took her into 
his arms at the edge of the dance floor, he held her al¬ 
most casually, almost as though she bad been a middle- 
aged and unattractive spinster with whom he was per¬ 
forming a duty-dance he’d be glad to have ended as 
soon as possible. 

Her eyes followed Nick and Marcia, who were obvi¬ 
ously having a marvelous time. But she tried to move 
closer into Colter’s arms, and to stir her body slightly 
to make him aware of her. He seemed to pay no attention 
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whatever to SDch maneuvers, and at last she made herself 
look up at him and smile gaily. 

“What is this—dancing by remote oontrol?” 

“This is a respectable joint,” he tried to match her 
gaiety. “I prefer not to Sung out of it for—illegal 
passes in public.” 

“Discreet, aren’t you?” she tried to sound gay and 
mocking, but her eyes followed Nick in spite of her eSorts 
to meet Colter's steady regard. 

“An essential of public conduct, don’t you think?” he 
suggested. And as Ae dance ended, he bowed formally 
to her and turned, his band barely touching her elbow to 
guide her back to their table. 

As they reached the table, Nick and Marcia, passing, 
stopped to say hello. Marcia greeted Colter as though 
weU acquainted with him and looked with friendly curios¬ 
ity at Laura as Colter presented her. 

Nick stood a pace behind Marcia, who was making gay 
meaningless conversation with Colter, and for a moment 
Laura’s eyes met Nick’s with the impact of a blow. Her 
face was white and twisted, and Nick, as though startled, 
raised his eyebrows a trifle and a smile touched his mouth 
for an instant and was gone almost before she could be 
quite sure it had ever been there. 

The red fog of jealous fury was back again, and she 
cursed Nick Burton mentally, with every vile epithet to 
which she could lay tongue. A few hours before, they had 
been together in her bed and he bad evidenced the keen¬ 
est possible delight in possessing her as no other man had 
ever possessed her; her body was raging with the need tor 
his; yet here he stood, casually at ease, obviously very 
contented, on top of the world. She wanted to murder 
him in some slow and very painful manner that would take 
a long time; but more than anything else in the world, she 
wanted to be possessed by him again. 

Marcia ended some brief, amusing story she had been 
telling Colter, to which he had listened with amusement 
and interest She turned to Nick, slipping her hand through 
his arm with a proprietary gesture that, to Laura, was 
like a blow beneath the heart 
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“Come along, darling,” she said happily. “I’m way past 
due to lose a lot of money in this gambling hell.” 

Colter pretended to wince and said in a tone of pain, 
“Please, Mrs. Courtney—1 beg of you I” 

But Marcia only laughed, nodded pleasantly to Laura, 
She and Nick moved away in the direction of the doors 
that opened, if one was known to be “perfectly safe,” 
into the gaining rooms. 

Colter glanced at Laura and the waiter came, serving 
the first course of their dinner. By the time he had finished 
his devoted ministrations and departed, Laura had man¬ 
aged to get some small grip on herself, but she was trem¬ 
bling slightly, so that her fork clattered a little as she lifted 
it. 

“Nervous?” asked Colter politely. 

“Nervous? How sUly—of course not—^I’ve a bit of a 
headache—” she hated herself for the old, threadbare 
excuse and saw by Colter's expression that it rang as 
falsely in his ears as in her own. 

“Too bad. May I get you an aspirin?" he suggested, and 
she caught the hint of boredom in his voice. A tiny 
warning bell rang far back in her mind, “Careful, Laura, 
you damned fool!” 

She took up the ^ass of champagne, smiled tautly 
above it, and said gaUy, “Thanks, I find this much more— 
helpful than aspirin." 

The reply was so feeble Colter paid it the attention it de¬ 
served, which was the merest lift of the brows. She ex¬ 
erted herself to be gay and amusing, and to pretend she 
was having a hell of a lot of fun. But when the meal was 
over, she had eaten almost nothing and her gaiety was 
becoming almost shrill and bystericaL 

“Since you have a headache,” said Colter when he had 
settled the bill, “I’d better take you home.” 

“I’m afraid I’ve been very dull company—” she apolo- 
^ed, trying not to let him see how welcome his sug¬ 
gestion was. 

“Oh, I wouldn't say that,” drawled Colter pleasantly, 
but his eyes were cold. “It’s been a most instructive 
evening.” 
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She looked up at him, startled, but he was holding her 
chair. He led her out of the place and into his car. She 
chattered as they drove back to her house, and he an¬ 
swered politely, almost in monosyllables. When the car 
stopped in front of her house, she braced herself and 
turned on all her charm. He helped her out of the car 
and walked with her up to the door of the house. He 
took her key, unlocked the door, banded the key to her 
and stood back. 

“But—aren’t you coming in?” she protested, startled 
and disappointed. She had braced herself to yield to him 
and to use every atom of her fe minin e charm to win him 
out of his black mood. 

“Thanks, not tonight. You’re much too tired,” he told 
her formally. 

“But—I’m not—bit. Do come in, if only for a night¬ 
cap—” she heard herself pleading. 

“Thanks, not tonight. I’ll take a rain check on that, 
if I may,” he said. 

And while she stood, open-mouthed, watching him, he 
walked down the flagged path and through the patio gate 
into the street. She went on standing there, cold and 
frightened, until the red tail light of his car had twinkled 
out of sight around the comen And then slowly, thought¬ 
fully, she turned and went into the house. 

She dropped into a deep chair in the living room and, 
free of Colter’s wary, hostile eyes, gave way to the bitter 
fury and pain torturing her since that unbelieving moment 
when she had seen Nick dancing with the very wealthy 
and social divorcee, Marcia Courtney, 

There was no room in her mind for any thought of the 
danger in alienating Colter, as she knew she had done. 
She could win Colter over—^later. Now there was only the 
bitter jealousy oi knowing that Nick had gone straight 
from her bed to Marcia. That she had, for the first time 
in her shrewd, careful life, given herself in joy to a man 
who had dismissed the gift as of no more importance than 
the body of a two-doUar street walker. 

There was shame, humiliation in her jealousy; she was 
desperately hurt in her pride. That arrogant pride that 
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had made her sneer at women who were less chary ctf 
their passion; she had never, until with Nick, given her¬ 
self without the knowledge that she would gain a great 
deal from the despised But with Nick it had been— 
well, indescribable. She had not dreamed that such rap¬ 
ture was possible, and to know it had meant nothing to 
him drove her to frenzy. 

At last, near dawn, exhausted and spent, she broke 
another long-established rule and swallowed two sleeping 
tablets. She fell into bed, welcoming the blessed oblivion 
of drugged sleep that would ease for a little while the 
af^hing demands of her body, the tortured torment of her 
jumbled thoughts. 



20. Payment in Kind 

It was late afternoon when she 
awoke, feeling logy and dull-minded and with a throbbing 
headache. For a while she lay still, until her mind fought 
its way back to clarity. And then when aU was clear to her 
again, she got out of bed, her mouth thin and twisted, 
and reached for her robe. She caught sight of herself in the 
mirror and was unpleasantly startled at what she saw. 

Her white, haggard face, the dark circles beneath her 
eyes, made her, for one of th«L few times in her well- 
cared-for life, look her real age. An ugly presentiment of 
what the future—and the not too far distant future, at 
that—would bring. Another thing, her hak needed re¬ 
touching, because at the roots the pale gold was faintly 
discernible. She shivered and turned away from the 
mirror. In the bathroom she turned on the shower and 
stood under it, shrinking but grim-lipped, until her body 
was rosy with the tingling cold. She toweled herself vig¬ 
orously, and looked down at the careMly nourished 
beauty in which yesterday Nick had seemed to delight— 
yet while her surrender was stiU only hours old, he had 
gone straight to that Marcia! 

She dressed very carefully in a crisply tailored shark¬ 
skin slack suit, made up her face with the greatest possible 
care and brushed her hair into shining order. This after 
taking a hand-mirror and standing in the dying sunlight 
beside the window to carefully touch up with a tint-stick 
the roots of her red-gold hair. 

She hadn’t admitted even to herself what she was going 
to do. But when she went downstairs, she carried a large 
flat envelope bag under her arm and her car keys were 
in her hand. 

As though the car knew its way without being guided, 
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she drove straight to Nick's house, working her way 
through the afternoon traffic with almost automatic 
Her conscious mind was wholly absorbed in the coming 
scene with Nick, She would plead; she would abase her¬ 
self; she would crawl in the veiy dust if she had to; but 
she had to know the delight of Nick's love-making. She 
could not live without it; and she was sickened and terri¬ 
fied of the force of desire. She had had an arrogant as¬ 
surance of her lure; she had never failed with a man when 
it had suited her purpose to gain from him something 
she wanted by the surrender of her body. And it was un¬ 
thinkable that now, when she wanted Nick so much, she 
could be denied. 

She got out of the car in front of Nick's house and 
went up the walk, uncx^nsdous of the grimy, dingy 
neighborhood. Not even seeing the man, clad in a cotton 
undershirt and ancient cotton trousers, who sat on the 
steps of the house next door, and who watched her with 
a lively appredation of the proud thrust of her curves 
against the thin stuff of her slack-suit. 

She rang the bell and waited, her whole body tense. 
There was no answer and she rang again. Still no answer, 
and now she put her finger on the beU-push and kept it 
there, leaning against it, hearing the clamour of the bell 
deep inside the house. But there was no other sound. 

Suddenly, her self-control vanished and she beat with 
her clench^ fists on the door, forgetting everything but the 
desperate need of coming face to face with Nick. 

Tile man who sat on the steps next door had been 
watching her curiously, and now he got up and came to 
the edge of the narrow drive that was all that separated 
the two houses. 

*‘No use banging away like that, lady," he told her, 
and she caught her breath and whirled about, startled, to 
face him, ‘‘He’s not home," 

“1 don't believe you!” panted Laura, lost to everything 
but the urgency of seeing Nick. 

The man's curiosity deepened but now there was a chHl 
in his eyes, 

“Well, look, sister, it’s nothing to me whether you be- 
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lieve me or not. But Fm teUing you the guy left couple 
of hours ago—m a sweH-looking car with a good-looking 
doll!” he told her shortly. 

She seemed to sway and her face was so white and des¬ 
perate that the man, about to turn away, hesitated, frown¬ 
ing, Uncontrollably, Laura whirled about and once more 
pounded savagely on the closed door, 

**Look, sister,” snapped the man and took a step towards 
her almost threateningly. “Fm telling you the guy ain’t 
home. Now, beat it, or FU call the cops. Get me?” 

Her breath came in a small, sobbing gasp, and at last 
she turned and stumbled down the drive to her waiting 
car. But even as she stood beside it, struggling for enough 
self-control to get into it and drive away, a car she had 
every reason to know very well indeed, for it was Colter’s 
car, drove slowly past, and for a moment Colter looked 
at her from behind the wheel. A long, level-eyed gjance 
that chilled her blood; and then, without a word, he drove 
quickly away and Laura stcrod watching as the car slid 
out of sight. 

For a long, long moment she stood there, the bitter, 
acrid taste of shock and fear in her mouth. And then 
she became aware of the man behind her, who was stand¬ 
ing at the steps watching her. She stumbled into her car 
and set it in motion, driving automaton-Mke, dazed and 
sick and shaking. 

How she got back home she could never afterwards 
remember. But eventually she found herself back in her 
living room, huddled in a shaking heap of shock and be¬ 
wilderment. How could she have made such a fool of her¬ 
self? Last night, when she had betrayed to Colter’s cold, 
watching eyes her jealousy and anger with Nick; that had 
been, of course, the worst kind of a dead give-away. And 
then today—^how long had he been following her? How 
much of that absurd, ugly scene on the steps of Nick’s 
house had he witnessed? Had he seen her beating with her 
clenched fists on the door of Nick’s house? Had he seen 
her driven away by the sloppy-looking, curious-eyed man 
next door? Remembering the look in Colter’s eyes as he 
had held his car still before driving away, she shivered 
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and put her face in her hands. What an utter fool she 
had become! After all her years of shrewdy careful plan¬ 
ning, of cold analytical forging ahead towards her goal of 
‘‘big money,” stepping on and over anybody luckless 
enough to get in her way! She had got herself into this 
spot simply because of an unruly passion for a man to 
whom she had been just another woman^—one of many 
before her, and no doubt a great many after her! 

She ne^ed Colter desperately! Fitting up this place, 
remodeling, equipping it, had taken far more money than 
she had planned. The original bankroll with which she had 
arrived here had shrunk outrageously; there had been the 
car, the expensive apartment where she had lived, the 
expensive clothes. The palms of her hands were wet with 
sweat and she nibbed them down her thighs, scarcely con¬ 
scious of what she did 

At last, out of the depths of her shock and anger 
humiliation, was borne a desperate hope that Colter might 
want her badly enough for her to be able to retrieve with 
him some of the lost ground. It was a hope that sent her 
up the stairs to her room where she sought carefully 
among her formal and provocative gowns. She dressed with 
painstaking care, maldog herself her most alluring. Del¬ 
icately she perfumed herself in the manner she had long 
ago learned, with hidden contempt, was most calculated 
to make men desire her. And when she had finished, she 
nodded in grudging approval at the alluring image of 
herself looking back at her from die mirror, then went 
swiftly out to her car. 

It was almost seven and the traffic had thinned, except 
along the highway to Miami. She crossed the high arched 
cream-colored bridge, whose amber lights were already 
aglow, and turned into Cocoanut Row, away from Royi 
Palm Way. She parked the car in front of Colter’s house, 
and saw with sharp relief that his car was in the drive¬ 
way, which meant that he was at home. 

She braced herself as she went up the flagged path be¬ 
tween glowing beds of rose and white and red begonias, 
and lifted the handsome brass knocker. 

The door opened after a moment or two to reveal the 
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dignified houseman who looked at her with eyes in which 
no recognition showed; beyond him, across the hall, soft 
light glowed in the living room and there was the tin^e of 
ice in thin glasses and a woman’s laugh. Laura tensed at 
the sound. 

“Yes, miss?” said the houseman, his voice colorless 
polite. ’ 

“Mr. Colter, please—” 

“Who’s calling, miss?” asked the man. 

“Damn you!” Laura barely managed to smother the 
words, and to steady her voice to say “Miss Shaw.” 

One moment, miss—I’ll see if Mr. Colter is in,” said 
the houseman, and to her unbelieving fury closed the door 
neatly in her face, leaving her standing on the steps! 

The woman’s laugh still echoed in her ears. For all 
that it had been a light, gay, soft laugh, it meant that 
Colter was not alone* Ttie terror creeping along her veins 
made her shiver despite the warmth of the night. 

The man opened the door again and looked at her 
without expression. 

“I’m sorry, miss, but Mr. Colter is not at home,” he 
said. 

For a moment that could only have been seconds but 
that seemed to Laura to stretch endlessly, she stood quite 
still. Then she heard Colter’s voice, warm and teasing and 
ardent, and again the woman’s soft laugh. 

“Damn you—I hear himi" she said harshly, thickly. 

The houseman’s expression did not change. He merely 
eased the door shut in her face, and she heard the bolt 
slip home. 

She stood there unbelieving for a long, long momenL 
Colter had refused to see her; yet he had another woman 
with him. If she needed anything to convince her—which, 
by now of course she didn’t—that he was completely and 
for all time through with her, this was it. 

Conscious at last of the agonizingly humiliating position 
she was in, she turned and went back down the flagged 
walk to her car. She slammed it in gear and whirled about 
to Royal Palm Way. She drove to the sea front and parked, 
staring out at the turquoise-blue haze of the restless water. 



143 


DOCTOR PRESCOTTS SECRET 

Her jealousy of Nick had been augmented now by her 
fury at Colter’s treatment of her. And underneath that, 
there was the uneasiness of realizing what a spot she had 
got herself into. She had worked coldly, carefully, delib¬ 
erately to get into Colter’s good graces. Then when she had 
had him right in the palm of her hand she had been the 
world’s most complete fool, had thrown everything away 
for a golden hour or two with a mao who cared so little 
for her he had not given her a second thought. 

Out of her growing fear and deepening bitterness, came 
a thought she would ordinarily never have tolerated for 
an instant. There was just one way that she cotUd get 
even with both Colter and Nick. She could go to the Dis¬ 
trict Attorney with what she knew about Nick, and she 
could also point out that Nick had worked under Colter’s 
protection. She did not believe that Colter’s “protection” 
would cover Nick’s activities. 

The thought frightened her and she tried to put it from 
her. But long after she had driven home and paced ^e 
floor until she was exhausted, the thought kept bobbing 
up. It would be a measure of exquisite satisfaction to put 
Nick Burton behind bars; it would appease some of her 
bitterness against Colter for his treatment of her tonight 
if she could see him squirming in hot water. And she 
knew that her story could accomplish both. She was too 
obsessed by the necessity to avenge herself on them for 
their behavior towards her, to stop to realize the grave 
danger to herself in such a betrayal. She took sleeping 
pills a gain, knowing she must have some rest, even if it 
was only drug-induced. And fell asleep with the comfort¬ 
ing thought that tomorrow she would set in motion action 
which would pay both Nick and Colter for the humiliadon 
they had visited on her. 



21. Final Fling 

Jt was noon before she fought 

her way out of that drugged sleep. She made colfee and 
forced herself to dritik it. She studied her plan of bringing 
down punishment on Nick and Colter, and was too over¬ 
wrought to see anything but the simple justice of it. They 
had used her shamefully—they had insulted and humili¬ 
ated her—and now she must see them punished or never 
know another moment’s peace. 

At first she planned to go to the District Attorney’s 
office. But when she was dressed and ready to leave the 
house, she knew that was more than she dared risk. There 
would be questions^ she might slip up; reveal more than 
she wanted to reved. More than she dared reveal. 

An anonymous letter? She was too impatient to wait 
for a letter to be delivered. She wanted action; wanted 
something done to Nick and to Colter now. She got into 
her car and drove into town. Parked in the big City 
Parking Lot in the park facing the lake, and walked along 
Clematis Street to a big drugstore where there was a row 
of telephone booths. She believed it was difficult, per¬ 
haps impossible, for the police to trace a phone call that 
came from one of these booths. 

She found the number in the book fastened by a chain 
to the ledge outside the booths. She entered a booth and 
^ closed the door tightly. Even after she dropped a coin 
and dialed the number she was tempted to put down the 
receiver, give up the idea—but before she could follow 
ffiat impulse, a voice spoke in her ear, brisk, pleasantly 
impersonal and she heard herself saying huskily, “I 
have some information for the District Attorney.” 

“Who’s calling, please?” the voice was not quite so im¬ 
personal now. 
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“I—^my name would mean nothing to him. I don’t 
dare give it—but—it is information he would like very 
much to have.” She steadied her voice by a terrific effort, 
yet there was in it a note of urgency that made the recep¬ 
tionist say quickly, “One moment please.” 

And then a man’s voice said quickly, “Yes? You have 
some information for me?” 

“I—yes,” she drew a long, hard breath. “I wanted to 
tell you there is a man named—^Nick Burton,” she gave 
the address. 

“Yes?” 

“He is—well, an illegal doctor," said Laura huskily. 

“You have proof of this charge?” 

“You’ll find all the proof you want at his place," she 
told him, and now her bitterness against Nick had hard¬ 
ened and strengthened her voice. “Also, you’ll find that 
he is protected by a man named Philip Colter, who 
operates the Tokay Club.” 

And even as the man’s questions came at her, she put 
down the receiver and opened the door of the booth. Her 
knees were trembling so that she could scarcely stand but 
she braced herself with the feeling that she must get away 
from this place as fast as possible. 

She managed to reach her car in the big parking lot; she 
fumbled open the door and all but coUapsed inside it. 
She propped her elbows on the wheel and put her face 
behind her shaking hands. She was furiously, fiercely, ^ad 
that she had betrayed Nick and Colter. But now that she 
had taken the irrevocable step of revealing them, stark 
terror bathed her in an icy flood. Her mouth was dry at 
the realization of what she had done, and she had no 
illusions about Colter’s reaction once he knew about it. 
Nick she wasn’t afraid of; there was nothing Nick could 
do. She would enjoy visiting him in prison and laughing 
her head off at Wm. But Colter—he had power and could 
be a dangerous enemy. Yet powerful though he might be 
in this resort city, she did not believe he had the power to 
beat such a rap as this. He might wriggle free eventually 
—but he would be very busy for a while. And while he 
was busy, she must see to it that she got far, fat away 



146 


DOCTOR PRESCOTTS SECRET 

from bere. Covering her tracks as carefully, as successfully 
as she bad done when she bad slid out on Steven Prescott 

The thought of flight the necessity of making every 
move count, sent the terror into the back of her ™inH 
and she steeled herself for what bad to be done. Back to 
the house; she would pack and remove all her expensive 
personal effects. She dared not use the car; it would leave 
a trail too easy to follow. She could not dispose of the 
surgical equipment that had cost so much more than she 
had been actually able to afford; she would have to flee 
with far less money than she had had when she left At¬ 
lanta. Yet—she needed all the money she could get. 

Uneasily she considered that for a moment, and then 
with a sudden recklessness, she remembered a used car 
lot on the way to her house with a big weather-beaten 
sign, “We Buy and Sell Used Cars.” If she moved fas t 
she might salvage that much] 

The used car dealer eyed her curiously when she 
stepped from her car and asked curtly, “How much?” 

“Bad time of the year to sell a car,” he objected. 

“I have to sell it,” she told him harshly. “I’ve just had 
a wire calling me North—an emergency. There’s no time 
to drive. I’m taking the next plane and I need ready cash.” 

The man nodded and made her an offer so ridiculous 
that for a moment she almost swore at him hi savage 
fury. But he knew that she would accept it and when she 
demanded cash instead of a check, he slugged and walked 
back to the small, ramshackle building that served as an 
oflSce. 

She accepted the money, thrust it into her bag, and the 
man offered, “Drive you home, lady? One of the boys will 
be glad to.” 

“Thanks—no. The bus runs right past my door,” she 
told him curtly and walked swiftly away. 

The man watched her curiously. But her papers had 
been in order; proof of ownership, re^tration—and when 
be bad gone back to the office, he had telephoned the 
dealer from whom she bad bou^t it, being assured that 
the car was not “hot” and that if she wanted to sell it, 
she had the legal right Funny, though a lot of funny 
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things came into the life of a used car dealer in this town. 

Laura walked several blocks before she dared hail a taxi 
in order to go to her house. She thrust a bill at the man 
and went hurriedly up the walk. Her hand shook as she 
tried to fit the key into the lock but at last she man aged 
to get the door open. She ran swiftly up the stairs, and 
to her own room, where she hauled down her smart new 
luggage and began packing swiftly. Reaction had set in, 
of course, from the cold fury that had driven her to re¬ 
port Nick and to implicate Colter. She had burned her 
bridges—she had cut off her nose to spite her face—if she 
had kept her mouth shut, she could have stayed on here, 
built up a business, reaped a harvest from the money she 
had invested. But in order to appease a purely femMoe 
rage, she had thrown all that away. 

The fact that it was too late to do an 3 rthing about it 
only added to her misery, and her hands shook badly as 
she packed swiftly, her mouth a thin, bitter line. 

When she had finished, and her bags were downstairs 
at the foot of the steps, she walked through the house. The 
bright brand-new electric refrigerator and range in the 
kitchen, the good-looking furniture she had chosen so 
carefully—it was bitterness to have to leave it all behind. 
The ease with which she had disposed of the car, for all 
that it had brou^t her so little, tempted her to a move 
that she would not have made had she been less over¬ 
wrought. 

She dialed a number on the telephone and when a voice 
answered, she asked swiftly, “Do you buy good used 
furniture?” 

“Sure,” answered the voice. 

“I have to leave for the North immediately—an emer¬ 
gency,” she explained swiftly, “I’ve just furnished this 
house and I may not be back. Would you care to come out 
and give me an estimate on the furnishings?” 

“What time tomorrow?” 

“Not tomorrow—it must be now, immediately,” her 
voice was harsh. “I’m taking the next plane.” 

“Well, I dunno, lady.” 

“Then I’U call somebody else —” 
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“It’s almost four o’clock—” 

“And I’m almost ready to leave.** 

D'K-j Isdy. What’s the address? I’ll send somebody out 
with a truck,” 

“And the cash.” 

“Well, m see—” 

She put down the receiver and lit a cigarette. She sat 
down because she was shaking so that her knees threatened 
not to support her. She was not taking too much of a risk, 
she told herself, in waiting to salvage what she could 
from the sale of the furnishings. She was going to need 

every penny. She would have to go a long way off_ 

perhaps California—somewhere where there would be 
no danger of her past catching up with her. And again rfie 
berated herself savagely for losing her head and making 
that telephone call. Tardily she realized that while she had 
avenged herself on Nick and Colter, she herself would 
suffer as much as they would. Oh, they’d probably go to 
prison; she was viciously sure that Nick would, though 
Colter might be powerful enough to wriggle off the hook. 
But she would be a fugitive, ffeeing—fearful— 

She had behaved like an utter damned fool! Worse, 
she bad behaved like an ordinary woman! She had lost her 
head—that smoothly clickiog, coldly efiScieot brain which 
had served her so well up to now. 

She paced the floor, unable to sit still. And after what 
seemed to her many hours of waiting, she heard the sound 
of a car in the drive, and ran to the door, thinking it the 
furniture man. 

She swung open the door, and stood ri^d. 

The car in the drive was a neat dark coupe of a popular 
make. The man who faced her in the doorway was middle- 
aged, neatly dressed, inconspicuous looking, but hi.s eyes 
were cool and wary. “Miss Laura Weston?” he said 
politely. 

And such was her agitation, her shocked state, that she 
answered automatically, “Yes?” 

The man’s eyes smiled briefly, and he brought his hand 
out of his coat pocket, and opened it to give her a 
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of a badge that startled her so that she clung to the door 
to keep from falling. 

“I’m Henderson, of the Miss Weston," he said 

politely. 

She fought for some measure of composure, and all 
she could stammer was a husky, shaken, “There’s—s-s-s- 
some mistake—my name is—l^ma Shaw.” 

The man stepped forward and without touching her, 
seemed to force her back into the living room. She walked 
backward, stumbling a little, until she brought up against 
a chair and clung to it with shaking hands, her face drained 
of all life and color, her eyes wide and sick,, her mouth 
loose-lipped. 

“You’ve given us quite a chase, Miss Weston," said 
the man softly. 

“I’m—^Lorna S-S-Shaw—" she stammered faintly, and 
even in her own ears the words were pathetically 
unconvincing. 

“I don’t think so, Miss Weston,” said Henderson, his 
voice quiet, almost polite. “We’ve been on your trail for 
quite a while. Oh, you gave us the slip a couple of times— 
I have to admit you’re pretty good, Miss Weston. But of 
course when Dr. Harmon testified—” 

For a moment Laura felt she had received a stunning, 
staggering blow, and her eyes closed, and she had to cling 
to the chair hard, bend over it, fighting for breath against 
that blow, 

“Surprised that we found Dr. Harmon?” asked Hender¬ 
son, as though puzzled that su^ a thing should surprise her. 
“Oh, come now. Miss W^on. You are not giving us 
proper credit. Naturally y^e looked for Dr. Harmon as soon 
as we had Dr. Prescott’s story. 1 may add that Dr. Harmon 
has been most helpful.” 

“That—drunken witch!” Laura spat the words out in 
little more than a husky whisper. 

“Dr. Harmon has been discharged from the sanitarium 
where you placed her—^under a fictitious name and forged 
papers—and has been pronounced cured,” stated Hender¬ 
son, still in that deceptively mild, soft voice. “And her 
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stoiy ^es perfectly with Dr. Prescott’s. That left m with 
only the necessity of finding you." 

Lai^ puU^ herself erect with a terrific effort and faced 
him, her head high, her eyes blazing, with a desperate last 
resouTM of something faintly approaching courage. 

I don t know what you’re talking about,’’ she stam- 
mered^dy. I don’t know any—Dr. Harmon—nor Dr. 
Present^ either. The only—doctor I know is—Nick Burton 
—an abortionist— 

^^ndci^n nodded, and his eyes were cold and gray. 

Mr. Burton has been helpful, too;* he said 
quietly, ' 


She caught her breath and her eyes were wid& 
'‘You arrested hhn?” she stammered. 

“Pm afraid not” 


“But—^why not? I tell you he’s guilty^_ ^ 

“He was out of our jurisdiction before his sworn affi¬ 
davit reached u$,^^ said Henderson and there was a tone 
of regret in his voice. 

“Out of—your jurisdiction?” she stammered incredu¬ 
lously. 

Stripy speaking, the F3 J. has no charge against 
Burton, explained Henderson. ‘The local police have, 
of course—but we only come into it in cases like yours. 
And B^on was en route to South America, supposedly 
—on his honeymoon—when his affidavit was turned over 
to the District Attorney.” 

Only one word of that stuck in Laura’s memory, her 
consciousness. 


“Honeymoon?” she repeated faintly, her voice thin with 
incredulity. 

I ^understand he eloped with Marcia Courtney last 
night,” said Henderson. “Aboard her yacht; they were 
married at sea by the Captain,” 

Laura slid down into her chair, and sat huddled like a 
cheap doll out of which the sawdust was spilling. 

There was a vast roaring in her head; she could not 
hear above it. So that she did not hear footsteps moving 
around upstairs, and at last descending the stairs. She was 
unaware of the presence of toe other man who came to 
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stand in the living room doorway until he spoke to Hender¬ 
son, 

“No doubt about it^ Chief said the man quietly, his 
eyes curious upon Laura who was huddled with her face 
almost touching her knees, fighting down waves of nausea 
and faintness that threatened her. “Fingerprints match 
perfectly, Shc*s Laura Weston all right.” 

Henderson*s smile was sardonic, 

“But we had no doubt of it after what Colter told us, 
did we?” he said almost gently, watching Laura sharply. 

Slowly her head went up and her eyes upon him were 
sick and dazed* 

“Colter?” she whispered, her voice ragged. “Colter told 
you I was—Laura Weston?” 

“Colter told us you were fixing up an unlicensed mater¬ 
nity home here, and that you planned to place the babies 
for adoption—black market stuff. The method of it was 
so similar to your activities in Atlanta that we felt pretty 
sure you were the one we were looking for,” he told her 
quietly. “We've been coming closer and closer to you. 
We*d have located you soon even if you hadn’t given your¬ 
self away with that call to the D.A. For which we are 
very grateful, by the way. It’s been quite a chase, Miss 
Weston—quite a chase.” 

Wildly, even while she knew it was hopeless, she cried 
out, “But Fve told you and told you—Tm—^not Laura 
Weston—” 

“Look, Miss Weston,” and now Henderson’s voice was 
harsh and stem, “we have your fingerprints and you, as 
a nurse, should have sense enough to know that no two 
pair of fingerprints in the world match unless they are 
made by the same person! Furthermore, we have Dr. 
Harmon and Dr. Prescott’s identification—remember this?” 

He leaned down and placed a picture in her shaking 
hands. It was a moment before she could focus her eyes 
upon it; and when she could see what it was, she gave a 
small, stricken moan that was of utter hopeless defeat. 
The picture showed her sitting beside Colter, in the Tokay 
Club—she had not known the picture was being taken, 
of course. It must have been soon after she met him; 
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the giri-photographer had been wandering around the 
room; Laura bad been absorbed in Colter—the flashlight 
bulb had not disturbed her, so many shots were being 
taken at nearby tables. And so she had not known that 
the camera had been aimed at her and Colter. 

“Still want to deny that you are Laura Weston?” asked 
Henderson mildly. 

“How—^how—did you get this? And there hasn’t been 
time for Steve and Anna to see it—” she knew she was 
lost but she could not go down without a fight. 

“When you first mentioned to Burton what you had 
in mind here, he wanted no part of it—remember?” said 
Henderson with that oddly disturbing because so unex¬ 
pected mildness, while the other man lounged in the 
doorway, watching her coldly, shrewdly. “Naturally, since 
be was under, shall we say, certain obligations to Colter, 
he reported to Colter what you had in mind—” 

Laura’s epithet for Nick was one that made even the 
bard-boiied man in the doorway give a smali start, but 
Henderson went on as though Laura had not spoken. 

“Colter agreed with Burton that you were riding for a 
fall, and because he is—well, careful of his standing in 
the community, he reported the matter to the D.A., who 
got in touch with us. Since we had been looking for you 
pretty anxiously, we welcomed their help,” he went on. 
“Colter turned this picture over to the D.A., who sent it 
on to us. And both Dr. Harmon and Dr. Prescott iden¬ 
tified it instantly." 

“A jailbird—and a drunken dope-addict,” she sneered 
viciously. 

Henderson’s eyebrows went up slightly. 

“Prescott’s not in jail,” he told her, as though surprised. 

She flung up her head sharply. 

“You mean they let him off?” she gasped. 

“With Dr. Harmon's testimony. Dr. Prescott was com¬ 
pletely exonerated," he told her quietly. 

“And Anna?" She had realized the futility of fighting, 
he decided. 

“Received a prison sentence, of course. Two years.” 
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Laura’s eyes flew wide with sudden hope, and a trace 
of color crept into her face, 

‘Two years,” she breathed. “That’s not too bad.” 

“With time off for good behavior, she should be out 
in about eighteen months—and possibly she might even 
do better,” said Henderson, and then as though i^erently 
be were a kindly man and did not want her to build up 
hope too much, he finished ominously, “But the charges 
against you. Miss Weston, are much mote serious.” 

“Anna is as guilty as 1 am.” 

“It was you who arranged the adoptions. Miss Weston. 
We have depositions from some of. the parents who are 
cooperating anxiously in the hope they may be allowed to 
keep the children you allowed them to adopt. Also, diere 
is a charge of manslaughter in the case of the death of 
the woman known as ‘Atm Smith.' ” 

“1 never touched her! 1 had nothing to do with that!” 
she cried. 

His eyes were cold and his voice was thin with hostility. 

“Several well-established and reputable physicians testi¬ 
fied, Miss Weston,” he told her harshly. “Criminal negli¬ 
gence, resulting in the death of the patient, is, I believe, 
the charge.” 

She stared at him with wide, horror-stricken eyes. 

Henderson studied her almost curiously. 

“There are also, Miss Weston, several charges of extor¬ 
tion—blackmail—threatening the adoptive parents with 
loss of the babies unless you received certain sums,” he 
said. He added curiously, “Futmy, as smart and shrewd 
and cold-blooded and vicious as you have proven yourself. 
I’m surprised you’d write such letters. The adoptive parents 
furnished them to us for the prosecution. I suppose you 
felt it safe for you to write such letters, figuring that their 
fear of losing the babies would make them guard the 
letters from the law, or better still, burn them. . , 

There was no longer the very tiniest atom of fight in 
her. She was beaten to her knees, face-down in the dust. 
She would go to prison like any common criminal. She 
would spend years and years there. She would come out, 
an old woman, dependent on grudging charity for her 
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living. She had been so arrogantly sure of herself, of her 
cleverness, of her shrewdness, of her ability to play a 
dangerous game and come out the winner—and then like 
any damned fool little ignorant backwoods schoolgirl she 
had fallen for a man. Fallen so hard that she had to give 
herself to him. And he had taken her, laughed in her face 
—and thrown her into a situation so incredibly hideous 
that her mind was dazed trying to face it 

Henderson and the man in the doorway watched her, 
but neither of them was prepared for the sudden swift 
movement she made. She had been so defeated, so sodden 
in her misery that neither of them believed that she could 
move so purposefully. So when she came to her feet and 
plunged at the man in the doorway, thrusting him aside, 
he was caught oH balance and sprawled ludicrously. 

She flew up the stairs, her feet seeming scarcely to touch 
the treads, even while Henderson and the other man 
plunged after her. She reached the bathroom a step or two 
ahead of them, had the medicine cabinet door open and 
in her hand a small, fat dark brown jar of pills. As Hender¬ 
son reached the door she flung back her head and jerked 
the whole bottle of pills into her mouth. She tried to 
swallow them, coughing a little, strangling a little, yet 
feeling some of die pills slide down her throat, 

Henderson was no longer mild or gentle. He caught 
her by the shoulders and shook her hard, his face dark 
with anger. 

“Oh, no, you don’t. Miss Laura Weston,” he told her 
harshly. “You’re not going to run out on us that way—not 
while hospitals have stomach pumps and know how to use 
them.” 

She sobbed wildly as Henderson sent the car racing 
towards the hospital, his partner holding her in a harsh, 
stem grip. 


THl END 
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Thw made a game of unfaithfulness. An erosive novd at mantal 
ioficlelicy. 

B-253. NODE IN THE SAND by John Button Thompson 

Who wss the strange voluptuous creatute who perfonnad etooc 
rites in the sizzling bayou sand? 

B-254. SIN DOLL by Orrie Hitt 

Boldly reveals how girls are reauited—and whyl 

B-255. MAKE SURE 1 WIN by Barry Devlin 

What happens to the pteny young co-eds when vice comas to the 
campus? 

B-257. SHACX WOMAN by Kathic Reed 

The story of a bewiohing tran^, whose brazen affairs shocked an 

entire towiL 


B-258. WILD BLONDE by lack Kelly 

A story of wfiitehot passion mat leads down strange 

erode paths. 

B-260. BASEMENT GANG by David Williams 

Kathie was a virgin when they led her down die steps . • • 


B-261. TAWNY by Orrie Hitt c u-j 

Waj she a tramp—or jusi dmil-bungry? One of Ome rutri 
spkiest yams. 



^ 262 , DANIELLE Jo«eph Fosta* 

Bom for love, formod for peuioo, md Imn* to udifo her 
nrwuge, mid lutt» . , * ^ 


B.264 , strange thirsts by Midiad Notffoy 

Sbe fomed her waxped deiires oa oieo and women alitd 


B*265, BIXXJD by John B* Thompaon 

Folks isid Kaid was bom to be bad-^and ab* out to prove hd 

^J^^^'TEASB GIRL by Cat Anton 
Of itnppere backstage—ana diof ^eriib hunt lor 
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OUTSIDE THE LAW. .. 

BEING a nurse, and a tremendomly attractive 
woman besides, yomig Laura Weston found it 
ridiculously easy to make a conquest of Dr. Steven 
Prescott. From the first moment of intimacy in her 

apartment, he found himself slipping deeper and 
deeper into her power—at last becoming her helpless 
tool in a racket which had become one of the most 
obnoxious social evils of onr times! 


Working outside the law, Laura executed her black 
plans with the boldness and precision of a master 

villainess, relying not only on her wits, but on her 
superb body. there nothing tvhich could stop 

this beautiful, jinscrupulous woman f Dr. Prescott, 
on the brink of rtnn, came to know the answer , . , 


This novel pulses ivith vivid human emotions excitingly 
delineated 071 every page! And it is a passionately 
indignant attack on a loathesome horror grown up 
like a cancer in our society—victimizing all with ivhom 
if made contact! 








